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ABSTRACT

Author: Linvill, Jennifer S. PhD
Institution: Purdue University
Degree Received: August 2018
Title: I just don’t feel like I am the authentic me: Navigating Identity and Organizational
Identification Through Experiences of Workplace Incivility
Committee Chair: Dr. Stacey L. Connaughton
Workplace incivility is a pervasive problem in organizations worldwide. Given
the current political and social climates in the United States, it is a relevant and timely
topic that requires further understanding. The current study contributes to this growing
body of empirical research by examining how individuals’ multiple identities (i.e., age,
gender, national origin, race, sexual orientation) and organizational identification relate to
their experiences with workplace incivility. Additionally, this project explores how
targets’ experiences with workplace incivility relate to power and control. Through indepth interviews with individuals who have experienced workplace incivility, the study
makes several important contributions.
This study provides a discourse-based framework for understanding the
relationship between (in)civility, the self, and organizational identification. The
discourse-based framework is attentive to participant experiences as they relate to issues
of power and control. First, participants’ examples of workplace incivility included
destructive behaviors that extend Sypher’s (2004) scholarship, including blaming,
shaming, silencing, ostracism, micro-aggressions, sexual harassment, and sexual assault.
Extending previous scholarship in this way allows for a more thorough understanding of
the phenomenon of workplace incivility. Second, this study found that individuals’
experiences directly relate to their perceptions of the self. Uncivil discourse was utilized
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throughout their experiences with destructive workplace behaviors, and in turn those
uncivil discourses challenged and/or threatened participants’ sense of self. Specifically,
participants expressed that their identities are constrained, challenged, and threatened
when they are silenced through their experiences. Participants expressed that maintaining
their sense of self was difficult because their experiences created feelings of blame, guilt,
and shame. Because participants were often unable to freely express their identity in the
workplace, they shared that they actively hide part(s) of their identity. Doing so took
active effort for participants. Third, this study found that individuals’ experiences
directly relate to their organizational identification. Data from these participants
conveyed that the relationship between incivility and organizational identification varies
among participants. For some participants, uncivil discourse caused lessened
organizational identification. This study provides empirical evidence that in these cases,
there is a relationship between workplace incivility, decreased organizational
identification, intent to leave the organization, and actual turnover. In other cases,
participants indicated that they remained identified with the organization. In these cases,
there is a positive relational aspect (i.e., trust and/or social support) that mediates the way
the participant has negative experiences and continues to identify with the organization.
In these cases, a circle of trusted individuals with whom targets can relate is identified.
Finally, this project sought to further understand the connections between destructive
workplace behaviors and individual’s sense of self that are typically related to (a lack of)
power and control. Participants of this study often discussed their experiences with
workplace incivility, identity, and organizational identification in terms of power and
control. Specifically, participants in this study perceived that perpetrators of workplace

x
incivility enact destructive behaviors to gain or hold power. Implications for theorybuilding and organizational practices are discussed.

Key Words: Disidentification, Identity, Organizational Identification, Power, Workplace
Incivility
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION

Addison described how, when she took her first job as an Associate Attorney in a
law practice, she was paired with one of the firm’s partners. They attended a client
meeting together and he drove them to the client’s site. She recounted how, during the
drive there, he reached over and “mistook” her knee for the gearshift. Addison, admitting
that she was somewhat “young and naive,” assumed that he was an “idiot;” though she
did say that she recalls thinking of his behavior as “vaguely weird.” Addison took his
hand off her knee and put it on the gearshift multiple times before they arrived to the
client’s building. When they got back into the car his hand “didn't bother with the
gearshift and it just went directly onto [Addison’s] leg and started sliding south.” This is
but one example, although an egregious one, of the types of destructive and uncivil
behaviors that people experience in the workplace each day.
Destructive workplace behaviors are experienced annually by millions of people
in the U.S. workplace. Every few years, the Workplace Bullying Institute (WBI) assesses
the climate of workplace bullying in the United States. The WBI 2017 National Survey
indicated that an astonishing 65 million people “directly experience abusive conduct”
(targets1) or witnessed2 destructive behaviors at work (p. 1). Furthermore, the WBI
1

The terms target and victim have both been used throughout scholarly literature (Namie, 2003) regarding
bullying, incivility, aggression, and violence in the workplace. In this study, the term target is used as a way
to indicate those individuals who have been victimized by their experiences with various destructive
workplace behaviors.
2

The author notes that experiences of third party organizational members, often referred to as witnesses
(Harvey, Buckley, Heames, Zinko, Brouer, & Ferris, 2007; Lutgen-Sandvik, 2006; Pearson, Andersson, &
Porath, 2000; Thomas, 2005), are not considered within this study. While witness’ stories are important,
because those who witness destructive workplace behaviors or even hear about it secondhand may also
experience stress, decreased productivity, health issues, or engage in exiting the organization (LutgenSandvik, 2006), these accounts exceed the scope of this study.
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(2017) indicates that U.S. organizations routinely lose billions of dollars annually due to
events related to destructive workplace behaviors, including the costs associated with
(target and witness) turnover, opportunity lost, absenteeism, presenteeism, legal defenses,
dispute resolution, trials, settlements, and worker’s compensation/disability insurance
fraud investigations (WBI, 2014). These statistics are concerning given that adults spend
the majority of their time at work (Lutgen-Sandvik, 2013).
It is clear that destructive workplace behaviors continue to overwhelm both
employees and employers in various organizational contexts (i.e., industry, not-for-profit,
primary and secondary schools, and higher education sectors). The tangible costs of
destructive workplace behaviors are very real. According to recent research by Porath
and Pearson (2013), 48% of people affected intentionally decreased their work effort,
47% intentionally decreased the time spent at work, and 38% intentionally decreased the
quality of their work. Another 80% of those affected lost work time worrying about the
incident(s) and 63% lost work time avoiding the offender (Porath & Pearson, 2013).
These statistics show the staggering effect destructive workplace behaviors have on
organizations and employees alike. It is no wonder that turnover, under these conditions,
is likely (Tracy, Lutgen-Sandvik, & Alberts, 2006). Unfortunately, it seems that “the fact
that bullying is not illegal makes it easy to ignore even though it is three times more
prevalent than its better-recognized, illegal forms,” including sexual harassment (Namie,
2003, p. 2).
Organizational communication scholars have been exploring the phenomenon of
destructive workplace behaviors in U.S. and European organizations since the early
1990s and have provided a wealth of knowledge about pervasive, destructive workplace
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behaviors. Sypher (2004) highlights the importance of the fact that even seemingly small
acts within the workplace that are perceived as uncivil are inappropriate and harmful to
others. In this context, workplace incivility is an overarching concept that includes all
forms of negative and destructive workplace behaviors, such as, but not limited to,
ignoring, bullying, aggression, sexual harassment, and workplace violence. Harvey and
colleagues (2006) also view incivility from Sypher’s (2004) perspective and position it as
an overarching construct. Sypher (2004) further positions these behaviors along a
continuum of intensity and intentionality with behaviors that are low in
intensity/intentionality being indirect, verbal, and passive, while behaviors that are high
in intensity/intentionality being active, direct, and aggressive.
In this study, following Lutgen-Sandvik and Sypher (2009), I examine many
forms of destructive behavior that are perceived as unwanted and harmful by targets
(including low intensity behaviors such as rudeness, and high intensity behaviors such as
sexual assault). Furthermore, following Sypher (2004), I position workplace incivility as
an umbrella term that encompasses all types of uncivil behavior in the workplace (Linvill
& Connaughton, in press). Specifically, workplace incivility has been defined as rude,
disrespectful behavior that is communicative (including verbal and/or nonverbal) and
shows little consideration or regard for others (Sypher, 2004). The terms “destructive
workplace behaviors” and “workplace incivility” are used interchangeably throughout
this dissertation (and are further reviewed in chapter 2).
Although scholars have provided several insights into these destructive workplace
behaviors, there is still much work to do in order to help enable organizations and
organizational members to overcome these types of behaviors. Finding effective
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strategies to prevent such behaviors is socially and organizationally important because, as
noted earlier, people spend the majority of their day at work or thinking about work
(Lutgen-Sandvik, 2013) and often find themselves working with individuals who can be
best described as “troublesome others” (Fritz, 2002, p. 411). Given these realities, it is
important to further understand destructive workplace behaviors. In an effort to do so,
this study examines how individual’s multiple identities relate to their perceived
experiences with workplace incivility.
Project Rationale
Despite a fairly large body of research, incidents of workplace incivility continue to
increase in the United States. Unfortunately, gaps in the research hinder scholars’ ability
to recommend meaningful and comprehensive solutions to both organizations and
individuals. Specifically, insufficient empirical research exists regarding destructive
workplace behaviors in relation to an individual’s (multiple) identities. For this reason,
this empirical study explored (a) how targets’ multiple identities relate to their
experiences with workplace incivility, (b) how targets’ experiences with workplace
incivility relate to their organizational identification, and (c) how target’s experiences
with workplace incivility relate to power and control. This study attended to the
(multiple) identities that any particular participant might have expressed to me as being
salient to them. Some identities that participants mentioned as being important to them
included, but were not limited to, activist, age, feminist, gender, national origin,
professional employee, race, and/or sexual orientation (LGBTQ).3

3

For purposes of this study, gender explores traditional male and female gender markers; national origin
recognizes the individual’s country of origin; and sexual orientation refers to how people view themselves
within the LGBTQ community.
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Additionally, this study is the first to adopt a communicative lens to view
participants’ stories regarding destructive workplace behaviors within the context of
individual’s identity markers. Individuals organize and convey messages through their
everyday talk (i.e., discourse; Finet, 2001) in order to make sense of the world around
them (Lutgen-Sandvik & McDermott, 2008; Weick, 1995). This in turn allows
individuals to meaningfully construct their identity (Tracy & Tretheway, 2005). When
individuals have an emotional experience, their ability to use discourse to make sense of
what has occurred helps them return to a place of normalcy and stability (Hareli &
Rafaeli, 2008). In this way, individuals have agency to participate in either “constructive
or destructive organizing” (Lutgen-Sandvik & McDermott, 2008, p. 311; Lutgen-Sandvik
& Sypher, 2009). Given this, how individuals communicate within their organization
matters as their discourse helps others to also make sense of and interpret their own lived
reality (Lutgen-Sandvik & McDermott, 2008). Importantly, previous scholarship finds
that individuals often engage in destructive workplace behaviors when the perpetrator
believes that the target portrays different (socially constructed) attitudes, ideals, and/or
norms (Lutgen-Sandvik, Tracy, & Alberts, 2007). Furthermore, “identity-based” or
“bias-based” bullying occurs when an individual is targeted based on their “claimed” or
“perceived” identity (Garnett et al., 2014, p. 1226). These differences then create an
environment where destructive behaviors may be enacted.
This is similar in nature to Tracy’s (2005) scholarship that points to the ways that
larger societal discourses and organizational processes limit organizational members
from outwardly showing who they believe they are (their identity), which in turn requires
the individual to engage in managing their emotions (i.e., emotion labor – see
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Hochschild, 2015). Organizational members experiencing workplace incivility may
indeed find themselves unable to portray their true identity in the workplace. Rather,
they find themselves navigating their own identity in contradiction to the identity that
they believe the organization and/or work colleagues wish for them to exhibit. It is likely
that individuals must then construct their identity through “the various discursive
practices which make up the process of organizing” (Mumby & Stohl, 1991, p. 319).
Because individuals’ ability to form and maintain their preferred identity is situated
within the context of how they make sense of their experiences at work, identities may be
challenged or threatened when individuals experience workplace incivility. This makes
an exploration of individuals’ sense of self (identity) as it relates to workplace incivility
necessary in order to better understand the phenomenon of workplace incivility.
It is important to note that this study was conducted following Mumby and
Stohl’s (1991) view that individuals construct their identity through the process of
organizing (i.e., within the workplace). This is in contrast to Tracy and Trethewey’s
(2005) proposal that individuals should “[construct] a crystallized self” where all aspects
of the self, including those realized both at work and in other social locations (i.e., home),
are considered. This view posits that identity is a layered process where “linguistic
alternatives [must be modified and added] for understanding the self that may find more
ready acceptance in the popular imagination” (Tracy & Tretheway, 2005, p. 186).
However, exploring individual’s alternate social locations, such as those within their
home, was beyond the scope of this current study as it examines experiences with
destructive behaviors that occur only in the workplace.
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This study is particularly timely in light of current social and political events,
including violence and death at white nationalists and supremacist rallies (Heim, 2017),
the deaths of black men at the hands of (primarily white) police (Hafner, 2018), that
transgender people are currently being killed at a record pace in the United States
(Associated Press, 2017; Human Rights Campaign, 2017), and the #metoo movement that
started in the United States and is currently sweeping the globe in support of women who
have been sexually harassed and assaulted in the workplace (Zacharek, Dockterman,
Edwards, 2017). When these types of events take place in our society, it is no surprise
that we also see incivility in the workplace on the rise. It is an unfortunate realization
that these kinds of incidents that comprise so many peoples’ lived realities in the world
do in fact bleed over into our experiences within the workplace.
Indeed, my thesis work in 2008 importantly studied how those who experience
workplace incivility use supportive networks as a coping strategy. In that study, I found
that targets of workplace incivility seek out social support to cope with their experiences
(Linvill, 2008). This social support is enacted through everyday talk and interaction with
their work peers, family, and friends (Linvill, 2008). Additionally, the study found that
some individuals cope by enacting their own form of agency or control when they
choosing to stay employed with their organization (Linvill, 2008). In doing so, they
rationalized that they were assuming control over their own lives in this way (Linvill,
2008). However, doing so they may give up other aspects of control, such as a satisfying
work environment and/or their own personal health (Linvill, 2008). One must certainly
acknowledge the constraints on targets’ choice to remain with their organization when
workplace incivility occurs (including issues of identity, organizational identification,
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power, and control), and question the extent to which targets are really in control of their
own lives. To further contribute to and build upon this literature, the current project
sought to understand the connections between destructive workplace behaviors and
individuals’ identities, organizational identification, and issues of power and control.
In order to do so, the following research questions were posed:
Research Question 1: How do targets’ multiple identities (i.e., gender, race,
sexual orientation) relate to their experiences with workplace incivility?
Research Question 2: How do targets’ experiences with workplace incivility
relate to their organizational identification?
Research Question 3: How do targets’ experiences with workplace incivility
relate to issues of power and control?
Summary and Outline of Dissertation
The goal of this project is to examine how targets’ (multiple identities) and
organizational identification relate to their experiences with workplace incivility.
Additionally, this project explores how targets’ experiences with workplace incivility
relate to issues of power and control. The dissertation is organized in the following
manner. Chapter Two introduces the communicative lens used for this study. It also
explores the current literature on workplace incivility and related constructs, as well as
relevant literatures on power. Chapter Three explains the methodology used to address
the research questions, including the meta-theoretical lens of social constructionism.
Chapter Four reveals the findings of this study and articulates a discourse-based
framework for understanding the relationship between (in)civility, the self, and
organizational identification that is attentive to participant experiences as they relate to
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power and control. Chapter Five highlights the contributions of this study, including
extending Sypher’s (2004) intensity/intentionality scale, and notes the study’s limitations
and proposes directions for future research.

10

CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW

This chapter previews the concepts that are relevant to this study. I start with a
discussion of utilizing a communicative lens. Then I preview civility to historically
define the concept and why it is important to understand. I then move into a discussion
of the background regarding relevant concepts, including workplace incivility, identity
and identification, power and control, and the relevant scholarship that contributed to this
study’s design.
A Communicative Lens
Communication scholars must play a central role in furthering our understanding of
destructive workplace behaviors (Lutgen-Sandvik, 2013; Lutgen-Sandvik & Tracy, 2012;
Tracy, Lutgen-Sandvik, & Alberts, 2006; Sypher, 2004) because these behaviors are
comprised of verbal and/or nonverbal communication (Coombs & Holladay, 2004;
Lutgen-Sandvik, 2003; Sypher, 2004; Tracy et al., 2006). Previous communication
research has described destructive workplace behaviors as communicative processes
(Darr, 2005). For example, Lutgen-Sandvik (2006) contends that bullying is a
phenomenon that is “perpetrated by and through communication” (p. 406). Even when
there is a lack of verbal communication, such as when an individual is being excluded or
ostracized by work colleagues, a message is still communicated to the individual, and
possibly to other organizational members, through the exclusionary (silent) behavior(s)
(Johannesen, 1974). Individuals organize and convey messages through “little d”
discourse, or their mundane everyday talk, that allows them to then make sense of and
interpret their surroundings (Lutgen-Sandvik & McDermott, 2008; Weick, 1995),
construct their identity (Tracy & Tretheway, 2005), and “return a sense of stability” after
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an emotional experience (Hareli & Rafaeli, 2008). In other words, messages have “the
potential to contribute to constructive or destructive organizing” (Lutgen-Sandvik &
McDermott, 2008, p. 311; Lutgen-Sandvik & Sypher, 2009). How individuals
communicate within their organization is consequential to other organizational members
and stakeholders as communication allows members to interpret and make sense of their
organizational surroundings (Lutgen-Sandvik & McDermott, 2008). Additionally,
organizations “are constituted and transformed” through the interactions of individual
members (Lutgen-Sandvik & McDermott, 2008), and so communicating in constructive
ways is of the utmost importance (Lutgen-Sandvik & Sypher, 2009). Taking a discursive
approach, by studying how participants explain and describe destructive workplace
behaviors through their own stories, as this project does, allows scholars to understand
the organizational discourse(s) that may serve to normalize destructive workplace
behaviors. Civility is the “golden standard” of how we act towards others. Given this,
the following section reviews the importance of civility prior to moving into a discussion
of destructive workplace behaviors.
Civility
Civility, based on the Latin concept of community (Clark, 2008; Sypher, 2004),
has been defined as the way that individuals treat each other with a sense of moral
responsibility (Clark, 2008; Forni, 2002; Sypher, 2004), respect (Forni, 2002; Pearson et
al., 2000) and restraint or self-control (Forni, 2002). Relatedly, within an organizational
context, civility is required of employees in order for the organization to function
effectively (Kerfoot, 2008). While each of the concepts (i.e., respect, restraint,
community) are individually unique and distinctive, when they are “considered together
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in the context of civility, they coalesce around the common theme of genuinely
recognizing the value and worth of a diverse people with varied ideas” (Weeks, 2014, p.
2). This is important because scholarship regarding destructive workplace behaviors
finds that destructive behaviors often occur when individual aggressors feel that the target
holds different (socially constructed) beliefs, values, and/or norms (Lutgen-Sandvik,
Tracy, & Alberts, 2007). In this context, it is precisely these differences that create an
environment for destructive behaviors to become enacted.
Although civility is seen as the highest standard for how we act towards others,
organizational research shows that displays of incivility are rampant in today’s U.S.
workplace (WBI, 2014). This is not surprising given the incivility currently playing out
politically (see President Trump’s tweets and transcripts of speeches) and socially (see
news media regarding police brutality (Domonoske, 2018), elementary and high school
shootings (Ahmed & Walker, 2018), a resurgence of vocal support for white supremacy
(Greenblatt, 2018). While scholars have examined the phenomena of workplace
incivility in multiple contexts (i.e., behaviors, emotion labor, emotion work; see more
detail below), much work is still needed. Unfortunately, the problem continues to grow,
costing employers billions of dollars each year and causing employees to experience
emotional trauma and health problems (WBI, 2014).
Destructive Workplace Behaviors
Although organizational communication scholars have been exploring destructive
workplace behaviors, there is a still much empirical work to be done on this topic. A
literature review of previous scholarship provides context for the current state of the
literature and allowed me to pinpoint gaps that require further attention. To this end, the
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following paragraphs provide a brief overview of the relevant existing scholarship in the
broad topic area of destructive workplace behaviors (i.e., workplace bullying, workplace
incivility, sexual harassment; see also Table 1).
In one of the inaugural pieces on workplace incivility, Andersson and Pearson
(1999) reviewed various bodies of Management/Social Interactionist literature. These
perspectives included the phenomena of aggression, violence, and other deviant
behaviors, and pointed to the “interpersonal and situational factors involved in the
exchange of incivilities and coercive actions" (Andersson & Pearson, 1999, p. 457). In
this work, Andersson and Pearson (1999) posited that "incivility can potentially spiral
into increasingly intense aggressive behaviors" (p. 452) that is encouraged when certain
personalities and/or organizational climates/cultures are present.
Following this initial contribution, Pearson and colleagues (2000) provided
another foundational piece of scholarship that focused on five main issues: 1) defining
workplace incivility, 2) profiling characteristics of the instigator and target of workplace
incivility, 3) determining why incivility was increasing in the workplace, 4) uncovering
the implications of incivility for employees and organizations related to how incivility
propagates through the effects of non-escalating, spiraling and cascading exchanges.
Findings of this study suggested that leaders ignore instances of workplace incivility, but
that the cost of doing so is consequential for organizations and targets, while the
instigator seems to prosper and make gains in the workplace. This foundational piece
was important for setting the stage for workplace incivility by discussing definitions and
main issues that helped scholars conceptualize the phenomenon of workplace incivility.
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A robust amount of previous scholarship exists regarding workplace incivility
because the construct serves to encompass destructive workplace behaviors such as
rudeness, shame4, bullying, sexual harassment, and aggression. The following
paragraphs will review areas of the literature that are relevant to this particular study.
Bullying
Workplace bullying5 has been defined as “interpersonal hostility that is deliberate,
repeated and sufficiently severe as to harm the targeted person’s health or economic
status” (Namie, 2003, p. 1). Einarsen and Rakees state that bullying at work contains the
following characteristics:
“repeated actions and practices that are directed against one or
more workers; that are unwanted by the victim; that may be
carried out deliberately or unconsciously, but clearly cause
humiliation, offence, and distress; and may interfere with work
performance and/or cause an unpleasant working environment”
(as cited in Einarsen et al., 2011, p. 9).
Bullying is thought to occur so that one individual can control another individual
(Einarsen et al., 2011; Namie, 2003; Thomas, 2005; Tracy et al., 2006). Furthermore,
workplace bullying is described as (a) frequent and recurring behavior (Djurkovic,
McCormack, & Casimir, 2005; Djurkovic, McCormack, & Casimir, 2006; Harvey,
Heames, Richey, & Leonard, 2006; Harvey et al., 2007; Heames, Harvey, & Treadway,

4

For purposes of this study, shaming is intentionally acting in a way that causes someone to feel ashamed,
embarrassed, degraded or debased.
5
Over the past several years (2012-present), the current literature regarding bullying has focused primarily
on school bullying and cyber bullying. These two bodies of literature will not be reviewed herein as they
exceed the scope of the current study.

15
2006; Kelly, 2005; Lutgen-Sandvik, 2006; Namie, 2003; Thomas, 2005; Tracy et al.,
2006) that is (b) intentional (Harvey et al., 2006; Heames et al., 2006; Namie, 2003), and
(c) harmful because it causes embarrassment, pain (emotional and/or physical), and a
hostile work environment (Harvey et al., 2007; Kelly, 2005). Furthermore, “identitybased” or “bias-based” bullying occurs when an individual is targeted based on their
“claimed” or “perceived” identity, as is the case for youth students who had experienced
both discrimination and bullying or assault based on four attributes: race/ethnicity,
immigration status, perceived sexual orientation, and weight (Garnett et al., 2014, p.
1226).
Gary and Ruth Namie have spent years researching and consulting both
organizations and individuals regarding workplace bullying. Their recent scholarship
indicates that there is not a general victim personality profile (Namie & Namie, 2018).
Interestingly, in one study, McCabe, Sheehan, and Garavan (2018) found that when antibullying HR practices are put in place and line managers are trained, less bullying will
take place within the workplace. Their research also found that individuals who exhibit
strength and optimism, or those who overinvest their identity in their job, are more likely
to become targets for bullying (Namie & Namie, 2018).
Importantly, Pamela Lutgen-Sandvik and Sarah J. Tracy (2012) authored recent
organizational communication scholarship that comprehensively examines ways for
transforming workplace bullying into more constructive ways of organizing. This
scholarship is particularly important as it allows for an understanding of workplace
bullying from macro, meso, and micro levels of organizing. Specifically, this work
examines the “societal discourses” (macro-level), “sustained by receptive workplace
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cultures,” (meso-level), and “perpetuated through local interactions” (micro-level)
(Lugten-Sandvik & Tracy, 2012, p. 3). Lutgen-Sandvik and Tracy (2012) remind us that
organizational communication scholarship questions hidden power structures, such as
taking a leader’s word over a bully based on the leader’s hierarchal position or when
individuals follow a “nearly religious adherence to chains of command” within
organizations (p. 8). Lutgen-Sandvik (2003), asserts that when questioning participants’
experiences, organizational communication scholars “are concerned with voice in
organizations and note that hierarchal position is often equated with voice in a way that
designates highly placed bullies as truth tellers and targeted workers as troublemakers or
problems” (p. 8). Indeed, “a richer understanding is available by examining how three
different levels or spheres of communication and meaning contribute to bullying and
make bullying exceedingly difficult to address” (Lutgen-Sandvik & Tracy, 2012, p. 8).
Lutgen-Sandvik and Tracy (2012) addressed this void in the literature by
thoroughly examining these five key questions about workplace bullying at the macro,
meso, and micro levels: a) how workplace bullying manifests; b) how employees and
organizations respond; c) why bullying is so harmful; d) why workplace bullying is so
often unaddressed; and e) how workplace bullying can be ameliorated. Additionally, this
scholarship provides future directions for workplace bullying research. A brief
description of each question follows, as described by Lutgen-Sandvik and Tracy (2012),
and is depicted in order starting with societal discourses (macro), moving to how
workplace cultures sustain workplace bullying (meso), and finishing with how workplace
bullying is perpetuated through local/individual interactions (micro).

17
Workplace bullying manifests as a combination of societal and organizational
discourses that support destructive workplace behaviors, including those regarding
gender and ethnicity (Lutgen-Sandvik & Tracy, 2012). Within organizations workplace
bullying manifests as a cyclical and escalating process that involves many members and
organization levels in order to allow the voice of the aggressor to hold power while
simultaneously silencing the voice of the target (Lutgen-Sandvik & Tracy, 2012). At the
individual level, workplace bullying manifests through the everyday talk and interaction
of individual organizational members as they create and recreate organizational meaning
through discourse (Lutgen-Sandvik & Tracy, 2012).
Employees and organizations often respond to workplace bullying using
emotions, such as outrage and anger, and call on moral imperatives that are privileged by
larger societal discourses to justify resistance to workplace bullying (Lutgen-Sandvik &
Tracy, 2012). For example, individuals utilize larger societal Discourses regarding
religious doctrine or other ideologies to urge others to fight the injustices of workplace
bullying (Lutgen-Sandvik & Tracy, 2012). At the organizational level leadership is often
aware that workplace bullying exists (Lutgen-Sandvik & Tracy, 2012). However,
organizational responses are lacking in effectiveness and often blame the target (LutgenSandvik & Tracy, 2012). Moreover, when an individual target reports bullying, the
individual target is often disciplined instead of the bully (Lutgen-Sandvik & Tracy,
2012). However, when a group of individuals report workplace bullying then the bully is
typically disciplined (Lutgen-Sandvik & Tracy, 2012). At the individual level, most
targets respond by fighting back or fleeing, and utilizing other resistance strategies that
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may or may not be effective, including engaging in face saving behaviors, emotion labor,
and the re-crafting of life stories (Lutgen-Sandvik & Tracy, 2012).
Bullying is harmful because societal Discourses manifest as “antivictim” and
serve to stigmatize targets (Lutgen-Sandvik & Tracy, 2012, p. 20). In turn, organizations
draw on societal Discourses and, as a result, tend to allow workplace bullying to occur
(Lutgen-Sandvik & Tracy, 2012). That organizations fail to respond effectively serves to
silence targets, witnesses, and entire workgroups as the acts of bullying create a toxic
workplace over time (Lutgen-Sandvik & Tracy, 2012). At an individual level, employees
(targets and witnesses) are stigmatized, traumatized, and experience damaged selfidentities (Lutgen-Sandvik & Tracy, 2012). However, targets find it difficult and painful
to tell their stories and make sense of their experiences because their “framing
vocabularies” are limited by larger societal and organizational Discourses that allow
workplace bullying to thrive (Lutgen-Sandvik & Tracy, 2012, p. 22).
Furthermore, bullying is often unaddressed because societal Discourse6 privileges
narratives regarding the “economic, rational, and productive aspects of organizations”
while muting Discourses regarding emotions and relational features of organizational life
(Lutgen-Sandvik & Tracy, 2012, p. 23). Additionally, scholars utilize different terms to
describe various destructive workplace behaviors that only differ by small degrees. In
doing so they perpetuate the “language-related problem created for targets” by societal
Discourses and make it difficult for targets to be able to “identify, name, or fight against”
workplace bullying (Lutgen-Sandvik & Tracy, 2012, p. 25).

6

Discourse here is referring to “Big D” Discourse that operates on a macro-level that guides long-range
assumptions within society (Alvesson & Kärreman, 2001).
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Relatedly, Renee L. Cowan’s (2012) research examined workplace bullying from
a Human Resources (HR) professional’s organizational (meso) perspective, a perspective
that had been largely unacknowledged in previous scholarship. This is a particularly
interesting viewpoint because the general sensemaking “scripts” that HR professionals
use to guide their behavior fail when workplace bullying occurs and the situation
becomes stressful, tense, and ambiguous (Cowan, 2012, pp. 378-379). When this
happens, HR professionals need to “develop explanations for what happened” (Cowan,
2012, p. 379). In making sense of targets’ experiences, HR professionals viewed most
reports of bullying (mistakenly) as misinterpretations between the target and bully
(Cowan, 2012). For example, some HR professionals may consider acts of bullying as
normal competitive behaviors among work colleagues (Cowan, 2012). This is highly
problematic when targets seek an HR professional’s help and have their experiences
dismissed as simply a misunderstanding (Cowan, 2012). Additionally, some HR
professionals may make “a fundamental attribution error” when they do not find enough
evidence pointing the workplace bullying and attribute fault to the target instead of the
bully (Cowan, 2012, p. 394). Also, “relying on ‘getting a feeling’ about detecting and
making sense of bullying could lead HR professionals to an imprecise determination of
when a situation is likely bullying and when it is not” (Cowan, 2012, p. 394).
Additionally, that no two bullying situations are exactly the same, and that
individuals do not experience instances of workplace bullying in the same way, make it
hard for HR professionals to define and determine when workplace bullying has occurred
(Cowan, 2012). Finally, most HR professionals focus on an HR Generalist’s perspective
and are tasked with overseeing “larger organizational processes and outcomes” (Cowan,
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2012, p. 396). Given this, HR professionals may view reports of bullying as the direct
supervisor’s responsibility unless the situation affects the entire unit or the organization
as a whole (Cowan, 2012). This often makes it difficult for the target to seek and obtain a
resolution, particularly if the direct supervisor is the bully or a participant-observer
(Cowan, 2012).
From an individual (micro) level, Anderson and Morgan (2016) examined
bullying among nurses who interact and communicate with each other across different
generations and age groups. This research is particularly salient to the field of
organizational communication as the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics (as cited in
Anderson & Morgan, 2016) finds that employees from nearly all industries and sectors
are currently comprised of an “intergenerational workforce” (p. 2). In this study,
Anderson and Morgan (2016) examine how nurses experience intergenerational
communication in an organizational context, describe the dissatisfaction that nurses
experience when interacting with nurse colleagues from other generations, and explore
how younger nurses describe their experiences with bullying as perpetrated by older
nurse colleagues. This research study found that nurses commonly experience
intergenerational bullying, and that these acts of bullying are socialized early in their
nursing career (often in nursing school or during on-the-job training) when they are
introduced to and accept bullying behavior as part of the nursing profession (Anderson &
Morgan, 2016). This was evident by the fact that new nurses knew and understood the
colloquialism “nurses eat their young” (Anderson & Morgan, 2016, p. 17). Finally,
nurses were viewed as a “dispensable resource” (Anderson & Morgan, 2016, p. 15),
despite the fact that King-Jones and the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics predict a critical
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nursing shortage due to the increasing demand of healthcare needs from the baby boomer
generation and because the nurse profession also has its own aging workforce (as cited in
Anderson & Morgan, 2016). Anderson and Morgan (2016) provide practical suggestions
for resisting and preventing intergenerational hostility in the nursing profession, and
suggestion ways for positive intergenerational communication in the workplace.
Additionally, Lutgen-Sandvik and Fletcher (2013) examined the types of targets,
bullies, and bystanders that are present during instances of bullying in the workplace.
They found that each type of individual has a specific motivational goal that drives his or
her actions and utilizes specific communication tactics to address conflicts (LutgenSandvik & Fletcher, 2013). Provocative targets are likely to be “aggressive and
assertive” and provoke attack through disagreement or creating friction with others,
whereas submissive targets can be less extroverted and therefore appear to be weak,
provoking the aggression of others (Lutgen-Sandvik & Fletcher, 2013, p. 276). The third
type of target is the “rigidly conscientious worker” who is bullied at work because others
perceive them to be condescending and/or a perfectionist – they are different because
they are unlikely to follow group norms (Lutgen-Sandvik & Fletcher, 2013, pp. 276-277).
Bystanders include those who are allies to the bully, those who are allies to the target, or
those who attempt to be neutral (Lutgen-Sandvik & Fletcher, 2013). Finally, the types of
bullies are the accidental bully due to work pressure, narcissistic bully due to
vulnerability and insecurity, and the psychopathic bully who is power-driven (LutgenSandvik & Fletcher, 2013). This scholarship uncovers the dynamic nature of workplace
bullying and how it is an organization-wide problem with subtle nuances in how
individuals experience the phenomenon (Lutgen-Sandvik & Fletcher, 2013).
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Some individuals experience destructive workplace behaviors and decide to quit
their job. A number of previous studies have pointed to a positive relationship between
workplace bullying (Keashly & Jagatic, 2011) and workplace incivility (Andersson &
Pearson, 1999; Sypher, 2004) with turnover intentions within organizations. Hoel,
Sheehan, Cooper, and Einarsen (2011) indicate that it is important to note that this prior
research focuses on information about intent to leave rather than actual turnover itself.
Relatedly, Houshmand, O’Reilly, Robinson, and Wolff (2012) found that both being a
direct target of bullying and working in an environment where bullying occurs
(bystander, witness) both increase employees’ turnover intent. From a different
perspective, Lutgen-Sandvik, Hood, and Jacobson (2016) found that the beneficial effects
of positive individual treatment, such as treating someone with respect or giving
consideration to that individual’s work ideas, are decreased when individuals experience
workplace bullying in the organization. Having a bully in the organization can have
significant negative effects on employee’s stress levels, turnover intention, and mental
health (Lutgen-Sandvik et al., 2016). Indeed, workplace incivility may cause
relationships within the organization to disintegrate (Sypher, 2004). Given this, I explore
disidentification further whether workplace incivility may contribute to organizational
members’ disidentification with an organization.
Sexual Harassment
Sexual Harassment is constituted by “unwelcome sexual advances, requests for
sexual favors, and other verbal or physical harassment of a sexual nature” (EEOC, 2017,
Par. 1). Within this definition there are several types of sexual harassment: quid pro quo,
hostile environment, and third-person. Quid pro quo sexual harassment is based on a
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power imbalance where one person in a hierarchy makes continued employment or some
form of reward (i.e., promotion) contingent upon sexual favors (Dougherty, 2009).
Hostile environment sexual harassment takes place when “unwanted sexual attention is
so prevalent or so severe that the workplace becomes destructive or damaging to the
target of the unwanted behavior” (Dougherty, 2009, p. 204). This definition of hostile
environment sexual harassment is strikingly similar to the definition of workplace
bullying in that the behavior is prevalent/persistent, severe, and harmful to the target.
Finally, third-person sexual harassment occurs when a bystander simply observes sexual
harassment (but is not the direct target of the behavior) and is negatively affected
(Dougherty, 2009). One example is when a person who provides sexual favors to a
supervisor is promoted instead of a more qualified candidate who did not provide sexual
favors (Dougherty, 2009). Dougherty’s (2009) research on sexual harassment spans
decades, and she has determined that no one pattern with regards to race, age, ethnicity,
class, or other type of identity has emerged to accurately predict the phenomenon.
Taking a discursive approach to understanding issues of sexual harassment
reframes the problem from an interpersonal context into a “social phenomenon that
structures gender relations through communication” (Dougherty, 2009, p. 201).
Communication scholars have studied sexual harassment and its discursive nature in
studies that have focused on culture, gender, ideology, power, and race, (Clair 1993a, b,
1994, 1998; Dougherty, 2009; Dougherty & Smythe, 2004; Keyton, Ferguson, & Rhodes,
2001; Richardson & Taylor, 2009; Scarduzio & Geist-Martin, 2008, 2010, among others).
In one study, Scarduzio, Sheff, and Smith (2018) focused on the communicative
(discursive) strategies that victims of sexual harassment employ to cope with and make
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sense of their experiences. The victims used an average of three types of coping
strategies during their experiences: problem-focused, active emotion- focused, and

passive emotion-focused coping strategies. This study found that individuals used
three types of coping strategies: (a) passive emotion-focused (e.g., discussing their
experiences with others), problem-focused (e.g., changing their own behavior; confront
the harasser), and active emotion-focused (e.g., seeking social support; blaming others;
use of humor). This study found that with the introduction of sexual harassment into
social media, the context of sexual harassment and the ways victims respond and cope
with their experiences has shifted (Scarduzio, Sheff, & Smith, 2018).
Studies of sexual harassment are taking place in a wide range of geographical
locations as the phenomenon is receiving global attention as a woman’s issue. Adikaram
(2018) studied how women in Sri Lanka make sense of their experiences of sexual
harassment using Weick’s theory of sense-making as a theoretical lens. This study found
that women seek an understanding of their experiences with sexual harassment through
“a complex and interrelated process of enacting, selection, action and reaction, where
retrospection, focusing and extracting on cues, social processes and identity construction,
takes place in an ongoing process of sense-making” (Adikaram, 2018, p. 102). In another
study, Alagappar and Marican (2014) examined underreporting of sexual harassment
among working women in Malaysia. Their study found that there is underreporting of
women’s experiences because there is no formal, clearly communicated sexual
harassment policy and/or legal recourse for victims. Using Ajzen and Fishbein’s theory
of reasoned action, this study makes an effort to prove the theory’s effectives in
predicting women’s intent to report experiences of sexual harassment.
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While these studies focus on sexual harassment as a woman’s issue, Clair (1993)
importantly points out that sexual harassment cannot be viewed only as the (female)
target’s personal experiences, but that both women (i.e., “silence”) and men (i.e.,
“perpetrators”) engage in sexual harassment by accepting the “subordination” of women
as normal behavior (Clair, 1993). Given this, it is essential that scholars reflect on sexual
harassment as a discursive form (Dougherty, 1999) of gender discrimination that seeks to
oppress targets and also “encourages a power imbalance among organizational members”
(Clair, 1993, p. 116). Dougherty’s (2004) study on sensemaking as it relates to sexual
harassment and organizational culture heeded Clair’s (1993) call to view sexual
harassment as a problem for both women and men. Her case study found that, while
white men have been heavily criticized for their role in the “patriarchal structure
privileging this group…that allows for the perpetuation of sexual harassment,” white men
offered the primary mode of support to the women in the study who were being sexually
harassed (Dougherty, 2004, p. 311).
A recent study by D’Enbeau (2017) also views the problem of sexual harassment
as one that reaches beyond a women’s issue. Using a tension-centered approach,
D’Enbeau (2017) explores how a multi-disciplinary university team seeks to address their
university’s responses to and prevention of sexual harassment and violence among
college students. In doing so, this study identified an occupational orientation dimension
in which the university’s occupational norms effect the team’s understanding of sexual
harassment/violence and why some university responses are preferred over others
(D’Enbeau, 2017). Furthermore, she found that there is an action orientation dimension
that occurs at the group level of the response and prevention processes that suggests that
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how the university views sexual harassment can affect how the team in turn frames the
problem and formulates a response. Dougherty and Goldstein (2016) also reaches
beyond sexual harassment as a women’s issue as she studied how individuals make
meaning of sexual harassment policy within an organization using binary logic pairs (i.e.,
male/female; gay/straight) to inform the structure by which sensemaking occurs and
meaning is produced by both women and men within the organization.
Microaggression
Mircoaggression has been examined as a form of both societal and workplace
incivility. A microaggression is the small, subtle, everyday insult(s) that women, people
of color, and other marginalized groups experience as perpetrated and unknowingly
engaged in by friends, co-workers, supervisors and (often well-meaning) others (Sue,
2010). In other words, microaggressions are small communicative acts of discrimination
that target others and serve to reinforce the dominant discourse of oppression. For
example, when it is assumed that women within the workplace must also maintain
traditional gender roles, it serves to reinforce and perpetuate “glass ceiling” processes
(Buzzanell, 2009). These disparaging messages are often targeted towards people of
color, religious minorities, women, people with disabilities, and gay, lesbian, bisexual,
and transgendered individuals (Sue, 2010), can be intentional or unintentional, and can be
demonstrated verbally, nonverbally, visually, or behaviorally (Prieto, Norman, Phipps, &
Chenault, 2016). These incidents of microaggression are problematic because they are
often invisible and difficult to prove (Rowe, 1990). For example, what one person
perceives as rudeness may not be perceived as rude to the perpetrator or to others who
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may experience the same behavior. Because of this many organizations are focused on
addressing more visible types (i.e., racist jokes) (Prieto et al., 2016).
Nadal and colleagues (2015) point to the fact that microaggression research (in
their discipline of psychology) generally focuses on how microaggressions are “triggered
by an individual’s singular identities,” such as gender, race, or disability, instead of the
multiple layers of identities that individuals may have (p. 148). The same holds true
regarding research in the communication discipline regarding workplace incivility and
related constructs (i.e., bullying) as multiple identities are generally not considered.
Importantly, Prieto and colleagues (2016) propose that when microaggression
occurs in the workplace that it “may send a signal (consciously or subconsciously) that it
is acceptable to engage in workplace incivility” (p. 41). This proposition corresponds
with research by Foulk, Woolum, and Erez (2015), that found that witnessing or
experiencing rudeness and other low-intensity uncivil behaviors perpetuates these types
of destructive behaviors and that targets and witnesses may then also engage in
destructive workplace behaviors.
In summary, the types of destructive workplace behaviors that are relevant to this
study include workplace incivility, “rude or disrespectful behavior that demonstrates a
lack of regard for others” (Sypher, 2004, p. 259); bullying, persistent behavior that cause
humiliation and distress (Harvey et al., 2007); sexual harassment, “unwelcome sexual
advances, requests for sexual favors, and other verbal or physical harassment of a sexual
nature” (EEOC, 2017); and micro-aggression, the small, subtle, everyday insult(s) that
marginalized groups (i.e., women and minorities) experience (Sue, 2010).
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Identity and Identification
Both identity and identification are important to this study as an individual’s
identity may serve to shape how the individual interacts with(in) their organization and
how organizational identification is created based on their lived experiences in the
workplace. Identification is the perception of cohesion or belonging to some human
collective (Ashforth & Mael, 1989), and serves as the communicative process by which
individuals align themselves with others in order to make sense of their lived reality
(Larson & Pepper, 2003). Kuhn and Nelson (2002) situate identity and identification as
different theoretical constructs with identity serving as a construct related to one
individual as a result of “discursive acts” through which the individual bases a view of
self. Identity, viewed through Scott, Corman, and Cheney’s (1998) structuration model
of identification, is defined as the “rules and resources” individuals use to create a value
and beliefs system through which the self can be defined (Larson & Pepper, 2003).
However, individuals often base their sense of self on their work identities (Scott,
Corman, & Cheney, 1998).
This is in keeping with Tracy’s (2005) examination of the work that correctional
officers engage in, by positing that larger societal discourses and organizational processes
“limit employees’ ability to maintain preferred understandings of identity” (p. 261).
Tracy focuses on how emotion labor can be more difficult for employees when the
macro-discourses of society, “discourses of power and organizational processes enable
and constrain certain constructions of identity” (p. 264). Hence, “individuals cannot
simply choose to define themselves in a particular way; rather, they are situated within a
structured set of social practices which constructs subjectivity” (Mumby & Stohl, 1991,
p. 327). Given this, that individuals create their identity discursively through the
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processes of organizing (Mumby & Stohl, 1991), those who experience workplace
incivility may find their identities to be challenged or threatened when they are unable to
express those identities freely within the workplace. This makes an exploration of
individuals’ identity markers as they relate to workplace incivility necessary for further
understanding of the phenomenon of workplace incivility.
Burke (1950) positioned organizational identification as social and bound in
language to allow for the sharing of substance and interests of individuals. Thus,
identification is a “discursive process implicating, shaping, expressing, and transforming
identity structures that occurs during co-participation in coordinated [organizational]
activity” (Kuhn & Nelson, 2002, p. 7). In essence, the process of identification is how
individuals create and preserve connections with others and “bond themselves with a
particular value-based identity and subsequently make sense of the world through that
discursive formation” (Larson & Pepper, 2003, p. 532).
Given this, identification has been studied in organizations as a discursive
communicative process (Connaughton, 2004, 2005; Fairhurst, 2008; Gossett, 2002;
Larson & Pepper, 2003; Scott, Corman, & Cheney, 1998; Scott, et al., 1999). As Scott
and colleagues (1999) explain, organizational identification occurs when individuals
share the organization’s beliefs and values in order to connect with the other individuals
who have also identified with the organization.
Identifying with an organization can serve individuals in several important ways.
Individuals identify with an organization in order to satisfy psychological affiliation, selfenhancement, and/or holistic needs (Pratt, 1998). Identification with an organization may
also contribute to whether an individual’s sense of self-worth or self-enhancement is
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achieved (Pratt, 2001). For these reasons, although identification may not be desirable
for individuals or organizations in some cases (see Gossett, 2002), identifying with an
organization may be valuable for some individuals. Individuals often select organizations
to identify with based on the organization’s position being relevant to their own (Mael &
Ashforth, 1992). However, Pratt (1998) notes that organizational identification is not
required for an individual to be a member of the organization and posits that individuals
may be identified with multiple organizations at any given time. That is, individuals may
draw upon one or more identities at a time, and that multiple identities might be aligned
with different identification sources (Scott, Corman, & Cheney, 1998), such as the
organization, colleagues, and/or a supervisor (Scott, 1997; Scott, et al., 1999).
Previous research shows that individuals may accommodate tension or
contradiction by repositioning their identifications (Kuhn & Nelson, 2002). An
alternative to repositioning one’s identification is disidentification, where the individual
holds values and beliefs that are not in keeping with those held by the organization (Pratt,
2001). Research also suggests that identification can be conflicted or ambivalent, which
means that individuals can simultaneously feel connected to and disidentified from their
organization (Pratt, 2001). One aspect of disidentification, (i.e., feelings of isolation,
anonymity, and alienation which lead to decreased loyalty and increased competition; see
Putnam, 2000), is intent to leave the organization (Tett & Meyer, 1993).
Lowered organizational identification (disidentification) is associated with intent
to leave an organization (Tett & Meyer, 1993). This is in keeping with individuals who
experience disidentification when their own values and beliefs are not in keeping with
those held by the organization (Pratt, 2001) or, alternatively, when individuals
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accommodate tension or contradiction by repositioning their identifications (Kuhn &
Nelson, 2002). Experiences with workplace incivility can create difficulty for
organizational members to form and/or continue connectedness with the organization
and/or its members. This is important as intent to leave has been characterized as a
predecessor to voluntary turnover (see Jablin, 2001).
Various factors have been linked to intent to leave, including that a person will
think about leaving their organization when organizational identification (Scott et al.,
1999) or job satisfaction (see Locke, 1975; Muchinsky & Tuttle, 1979; Porter & Steers,
1973; Price, 1977; Vroom, 1964; and Ghiselli, La Lopa, & Bai, 2001; Kacmar, Carlson,
& Brymer, 1999) are low. In addition to these factors, task self-confidence and role selfesteem have been found to negatively relate to intent to leave in non-downsizing
organizations (Mone, 1994). These two findings are particularly relevant because
previous research shows that targets of workplace incivility have been linked to
decreased perceptions of self-esteem (Sypher, 2004).
Power and Control
Sypher (2004) positions workplace incivility as a construct that, when enacted,
“can be controlling in ways that are sometimes covert and sometimes not” (p 262). In
this way, perpetrators use uncivil acts to “can maintain, assert, and reassert control” (p.
263). Because of this, Sypher (2004) called for scholars to tend to issues of “gender,
position, power, and situations that provoke, tolerate, and sustain incivility” (Sypher,
2004 p. 262). The current study examined power in relation to workplace incivility and
individuals’ identities, including gender. This is important because power influences the
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ways that organizational members develop their (organizational) identity (Mumby and
Stohl, 1991).
Often times, workplace incivility, is motivated by one’s need to hold or gain
power or control over others within an organization (Cortina et al., 2001; Lutgen-Sandvik
& Tracy, 2012; Namie, 2003; Pacanowsky & O’Donnell-Trujillo, 1983; Pearson et al.,
2000; Sypher, 2004; Thomas, 2005; Tracy et al., 2006). Interestingly, most perpetrators
are in leadership or supervisory positions (Namie, 2003), which supports the notion that
workplace incivility is used to gain power or control (Namie, 2003; Thomas, 2005; Tracy
et al., 2006). Lutgen-Sandvik (2005) also refers to this concept as a power disparity,
which Tracy et al. (2006) indicates can either be position based or through informal
channels such as social networks. Thus, these efforts to control others manifests as
various forms of workplace incivility used to confirm authority, position, and power
(Sypher, 2004).
For purposes of this study power is defined as the way that organizations and/or
individuals influence or control others thoughts and/or actions (van Dijk, 1993).
Tompkins and Cheney (1985) position power as the ability to accomplish a goal, even if
it is in opposition of the goals of others, and argue that organizational power is the ability
of leaders to control the actions of others in order to meet organizational goals. Power is
seen as the “pivotal concept in explaining the process by which certain organizational and
institutional structures prevail over others (Mumby & Stohl, 1991). In this way,
organizations may control the actions of employees (through leaders) in order to meet
organizational goals.
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As Nairm, Nelson, and Johnson (2015) point out, it benefits organizations to
cultivate members’ identification. Doing so leads to organizational member cooperation
that in turn allows for the organization’s goals to be met (Cheney, 1983; Dutton,
Dukerich, & Harquail, 1994; Hogg & Terry, 2000). Mumby and Stohl (1991) posit that
“organizational discourse functions hegemonically to maintain gender identities which
systematically subordinate women and promote patriarchal organizational structures” (p
314). In essence, discourse within organizations produce and reproduce meaning,
including hegemony as “a dialectical relation between group forces which result in the
‘spontaneous’ consent of subordinate groups to the worldview of the ruling group(s)”
(Mumby & Stohl, 1991, p. 315). Given this, power constructs our social reality (Mumby
& Stohl, 1991). Furthermore, Dixon (2007) points to Foucault’s 1988 characterization of
power as domination, which posits that some individuals will be in a position of power
while others will not. In Foucault’s (1977/1979) own words:
…power is not exercised simply as an obligation or a prohibition on those
‘who do not have it’: it invests them, is transmitted by them and through
them; it exerts pressure upon them just as they themselves in their struggle
against it, resist the grip it has on them (p. 27).
Regardless of a person’s position within the hierarchy, workplace incivility may
be used to control (Sypher, 2004), particularly when the individual actively participates in
the discursive constructions that perpetuate hegemony (Clair, 1994). Furthermore,
targets often perceive their experiences with bullying as the perpetrator’s intent to control
them or force them out of the organization (Lutgen-Sandvik, 2005).
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In one study, Linvill (2008) found that targets exercised what they perceived as
their own form of control: in choosing to stay employed by their organization,
participants rationalized that they were assuming control over their own lives. However,
in doing so they may give up other aspects of control, such as a satisfying work
environment and/or their own personal health. One must certainly acknowledge the
constraints on targets’ choice to remain with their organization (e.g., limited alternatives,
macro structures), and question the extent to which they are really in control. By
acknowledging that targets rationalize their decisions to stay in the organization in this
way helps us see the potential for agency through emotion work in these instances of
workplace incivility.
To further contribute to the literature regarding destructive workplace
behaviors/workplace incivility, this project sought to understand the connections between
destructive workplace behaviors and individual’s identities, organizational identification,
and issues of power and control. The next chapter previews the meta-theoretical
approach to this study and the methodology for data collection and analysis.
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CHAPTER 3: METHODS

This chapter previews the methods utilized for this study. I start with a discussion
of social constructionism. I then discuss the iterative approach taken, the role and use of
ethics throughout the study, participants, procedures, data analysis, my role as the
research, and generalizability.
Social Constructionism
To address the research questions this study employed a social constructionism
meta-theoretical lens. Viewing the problem of workplace incivility through a social
constructionism lens allowed for an exploration of how individuals make sense of their
experiences (Creswell, 2003, p. 8) as they describe and explain their social reality
(Gergen, 1985, p. 266). This social constructionist approach is an important one because
the ways that we construct our world in turn shapes our social (cultural, political)
environment (Gergen, 1985).
Social constructionism posits that everything exists in and through discourse, and
that we give things their reality through the symbolism that exists within our language
(Burr, 2003). Thus, “the effects of language” create our very existence (Burr, 2003, p.
82). As Burr (2003) makes a case, things exist in our reality the same way no matter how
they are symbolized (or not) within language. This thought underpins Burr’s (2003) four
key assumptions that guide the social constructionism approach: (a) a critical stance
regarding knowledge that we consider to be true; (b) historical and cultural details; (c)
that knowledge is maintained by social practices; and (d) that knowledge and social
action occur together. These key assumptions are explored further below.
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First, social constructionism takes a critical approach towards our knowledge of
ourselves and the broader world in which we live (Burr, 2003). This approach requires
individuals, including researchers, to consider the notions that they posit about the world.
Given this, social constructionism is applicable to this research project because:
…it encourages us to pay attention to sociocultural context, to study
routine social practices and interactions, and to analyze language and
discourse. Some versions of social constructionism also invite us to
investigate power and control processes. This work widens the study of
how humans construct knowledge to encompass power relations and the
constitutive role of power (Allen, 2005, p. 41).
Specifically, this study sought to uncover participants’ descriptions (language and
discourse) regarding their experiences and interactions with others and how they are then
affected by the context of their social (organizational) surroundings when experiencing
workplace incivility.
Research through a social constructionism lens includes the construction of
meaning through the social interaction of individuals, which can be applied to an
organizational setting (Allen, 2005). Therefore, to study workplace incivility applying
this approach allows for the exploration of the meaning of the experiences as interpreted
by the individual. Using the proposed research questions as a guide allows for the
development of themes that emerge from the participant’s description of their
experiences (Creswell, 2003).
Additionally, by focusing on participants’ stories of their own personal
experiences with workplace incivility the research examined the ways in which
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participants describe their experiences and how doing so (may) “produce[s], maintain[s],
and reproduce[s]” power structures within an organization (Mumby, 1987, p. 113). The
participants’ telling of their experiences provides an “[account] of the process of
organizing,” which “legitimate[s] dominant forms of organizational reality” (Mumby,
1987, p. 113). It is through these types of vivid, firsthand accounts that I then explored
the experience(s) of workplace incivility within an organization and the ways in which
members come to “[privilege] certain interests over others” (Mumby, 1987, p. 114).
Thus, this study sought to uncover the “deeper meaning” within participant’s stories and
how those meanings (may) “create and perpetuate dominant interest[s]” (Clair, 1993, p.
114). This includes participant descriptions that focus on the “sequestered” stories, or the
stories that are “set apart from the mainstream” (Clair, 1993, p. 114). Given this, I seek
to uncover these “sequestered” stories through a qualitative research process (discussed
later in this chapter).
Historical and cultural specificity comprise the second key assumption of the
social constructionism approach (Burr, 2003), and can be described as the way that
individuals come to understand their world is rooted in their interactions with others
through the use of “social artifacts, [or] products of historically situated interchanges
among people” (Gergen & Gergen, 2003, p. 15). This approach is important to the study
of workplace incivility as it allows the individuals’ experiences to be considered.
Social constructionism is grounded in a third key assumption – that knowledge is
sustained by social processes (Burr, 2003). In this way, the social process of organizing
is how organizational members “make, modify, and maintain meaning” (Allen, 2005, pp.
35-36), and this is often apparent through the use of discourse (Burr, 2003) as individuals
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communicatively construct the meaning and culture that surrounds their relationships
(Gergen & Gergen, 2003). Because individuals often act and interact within their
organization without thinking of how they are creating and communicating meaning and
simultaneously making sense of their surroundings it becomes especially important to
conduct research through a social constructionism lens in order to interpret the meanings
individuals give to their situation through social interaction(s) (Berger & Luckmann,
1967; Gergen, 1999, Gergen & Gergen, 2003). This approach is particularly useful to the
study of workplace incivility as it highlights the social processes (relationships) that are
fluid and ongoing in organizational settings (Allen, 2005).
Fourth, social constructionism is grounded in the key assumption that knowledge
and social action go together (Burr, 2003). In other words, it is through social
interactions that individuals are able to either maintain stability or affect change within
their organizations (Gergen & Gergen, 2003). This view is meaningful as scholars
continue to contribute knowledge that may help to reduce the phenomenon of workplace
incivility within organizations and explain how individuals can resist hegemonic
discourse(s).
In sum, studying workplace incivility through a social constructionism lens is
important as it allows meanings of participants’ social experiences to be explored.
Additionally, a social constructionism approach promotes awareness of the social
context(s) surrounding individuals, including their social practices and the discourse used
within social exchanges (Allen, 2005) within the workplace. By focusing on participants’
perspectives this study uncovered how (destructive) interactions between individuals in
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the workplace signifies meaning and allows for participants’ understanding of their
experience(s) to become evident (Creswell, 2003; Taylor & Lindlof, 2002).
Iterative Approach
In addressing the research questions, this study employed an iterative approach
where I considered existing theories and lenses (i.e., identities, organizational
identification, power), my own research interests (i.e., workplace incivility), and the
emergent nature of qualitative field data (Tracy, 2013). This goal of this approach was to
allow both existing theory and the data to determine the more specific phenomena being
studied (Tracy, 2013). In practice, this approach looks like a combination of grounded
theory and the constant comparative method for analyzing qualitative data (Tracy, 2013).
A grounded theory approach, originally based on the work of Glaser and Strauss
(1967) and then refined by Charmaz (2006), typically serves to create inductive theory.
The use of a grounded theory approach compliments the social constructivist paradigm
that generally serves as the basis for studying social processes (i.e., destructive workplace
behaviors) and the meaning(s) that individuals give to their experience(s) (Backman &
Kyngas, 1999; Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Strauss & Corbin, 1998). This approach utilizes
qualitative methodology based on a systematic gathering and inductive data analysis of
data (Strauss & Corbin, 1998), which then enables related concepts and their meaning(s)
to emerge (Charmaz, 2006).
In order to address these research questions, qualitative methods were employed
to gather a rich description of participants’ experiences and allow their interpretation(s) to
become clear (Taylor & Lindlof, 2002). In other words, this study foregrounded
participants’ rich descriptions of their lived experiences with workplace incivility within
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their organization. The use of qualitative methods is appropriate for this study given that
an in-depth exploration of participants’ meanings is key to answering the research
questions in ways that survey data would not be able to capture (Vogt, Gardner, Haeffele,
2012). In other words, a qualitative approach is necessary for revealing how participants
describe their interaction(s) with organizational members and subsequently creates
meaning regarding the interaction(s) (Creswell, 2003; Taylor & Lindlof, 2002).
Additionally, a qualitative approach is particularly applicable when there are
multiple views one might hold regarding the self because both approaches “share
assumptions about the context-bound nature of research, the importance of foregrounding
voices of differently situated individuals, and the need to address power imbalances
between researchers and those with whom research is conducted” (Hunting, 2014, p. 1).
This qualitative research sought to allow participants to share their views regarding their
own identity markers and related experiences with workplace incivility by revealing their
own individual stories and perceptions. This approach sought uncover and “reflect the
operation of axes of power and oppression in shaping lived experiences” (Hunting, 2014,
p. 5). It should be noted that the intent of this research project was not to be
generalizable to a larger population. Instead, the goal was to examine the relationship
between destructive workplace behaviors, identity, and organizational identification very
closely in order to contribute to knowledge regarding the phenomenon of destructive
workplace behaviors. This study sought to further understand the phenomenon of
destructive workplace behaviors and examine the power and identity issues that surround
this phenomenon within the context of participants’ experiences.
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Ethics
I began this project by initially obtaining approval for the use of human subjects
from the Purdue University Institutional Review Board prior to the start of the research.
Once this approval was received I recruited study participants using the methods
described below. Before the interview began, I obtained the participants’ verbal and
signed consent and once granted, also verbally requested permission to audio-record the
interview. Participants were informed that participation was voluntary and that they
could stop the interview or the recording device at any time. Due to the potentially
sensitive nature of the topic, all interviews were held away from the participants’ work
location, and during non-work hours if requested. The participants’ names and any
identifying information are not used within this manuscript, and will not be put in any
public report or publication in order to maintain participant confidentiality. Only
pseudonyms have been used. Audio-recordings were erased after transcription.
Participants
A network of individuals known to me (convenience sample) through personal
and professional contacts (Creswell, 2014; Taylor & Lindlof, 2002) was used to recruit
initial participants, including, but not limited to, individuals who were self-identified as
part of the LGBTQ community. Utilizing participants located through personal and
professional contacts allowed for a high degree of trust to be built quickly between me
and participants as potentially sensitive topics surrounding their experiences with
destructive workplace behaviors were to be discussed (Creswell, 2014). However, I did
not seek participants solely based on group membership (i.e., those belonging to the
LGBTQ community), but instead sought participants who could inform the research
based on their own overlapping identities and organizational identification.
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LGBTQ7 identified individuals (n=5) were chosen to be part of this study because
they are individuals who are very likely to have multiple and/or varying identities that are
salient to them (i.e., gender, sexual orientation). Additionally, I believe that LGBTQ
individuals are also somewhat unique given that, since the Presidential inauguration of
2017, they may possibly be experiencing more workplace incivility as a result of the
current political climate in the United States. Popular media suggests that LGBTQ
identified individuals may be increasingly experiencing negative behavior in the United
States (Baldacci, 2018; Biden & Washington, 2018; among others). Given this, I
recruited LGBTQ identified individuals to allow for a potentially rich avenue for data
collection. Participants who were not LGBTQ identified, who also fit the eligibility
criteria below, were also actively recruited for this study and selected for an interview
when meeting the remaining eligibility criteria. This sample also included a large
number of women (n=16).
A snowball sampling technique was also utilized to allowing me to rely on
participants’ personal and professional contacts in order to locate additional participants’
stories (Creswell, 2014; Creswell, 2003; Taylor & Lindlof, 2002). Participants were
contacted by e-mail and social media. I also located additional participants through a
research announcement advertisement that ran one time (n=5). Some individuals who
inquired about the research through this advertisement opted not to participate because
there was no compensation provided to study participants (n=2). Others made an initial
inquiry regarding the study and did not reply to my response to their inquiry (n=3).
Finally, one participant’s interview recording was deleted without being transcribed in

7

For purposes of this study, LGBTQ participants were those who self-identify as Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual,
Transgender, or Queer (or any variation thereof).
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order to prevent a future conflict of interest should it arise. Given this, the total number
of participants numbered twenty-one.
This sample size allowed for an in-depth understanding of workplace incivility as
it relates to issues surrounding individuals’ identity markers, and allowed for an inductive
approach. Because I did not conduct statistical sampling for generalizing, this study
sought instead to find “representativeness,” or ensure that the data uncovered were
representative of all members of the population sampled (Vogt et al., 2012, p. 138). In
prior dissertation studies, researchers often interviewed 20-40 participants (Vogt et al.,
2012, p. 149). Interviews for this study were conducted until I no longer uncovered new
findings, patterns, or themes. Given this, I am confident that saturation was reached and
that the sample is representative of similar individuals’ experiences (Vogt et al., 2012).
Two criteria were utilized for participation. First, an individual needed to
perceive that they had experienced destructive workplace behaviors (currently or in the
past). This broad criterion is appropriate for this study because even small acts of
workplace incivility are problematic to both individuals and organizations (Sypher,
2004). Second, eligible participants were those who left their organization or who
remain, despite their experiences with destructive workplace behaviors. In some cases,
participants have talked about situations that happened many years ago (sometimes 20 or
more). This criterion is fitting because, as Tracy and colleagues (2006) found,
individuals can easily and vividly recall their experiences with destructive workplace
behaviors for years to come. Table 2 provides a snapshot of each participant’s
occupation and types of destructive workplace behaviors experienced.
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Procedures
Data for this study were gathered through one-on-one in-depth interviews. Oneon-one interviews were an appropriate method for addressing the proposed research
question as they allowed for a rich description of participants’ experiences (Creswell,
2014; Taylor & Lindlof, 2002). Additionally, interviews enabled me to uncover
participants’ candid “attitudes, beliefs, [and/] or values,” understand the context
surrounding destructive workplace behaviors, and “learn as much as possible” about the
phenomenon (Vogt et al., 2012) while the participants share their experiences,
perceptions, and attitudes (Taylor & Lindlof, 2002). Furthermore, interview data helped
me illuminate the “complexities of individual and collective identities and social
dynamics” (Hunting, 2014, p. 1) as I sought to uncover the dynamics of power at play. I
did not utilize survey data because more data is needed for statistical analysis than what
would be gathered from “structured, short-answer questions” (Vogt et al., 2012).
For this study, a semi-structured interview protocol was utilized (See Appendix).
The protocol guided participants to formulate “open-ended responses” so that I could
then probe in order to clarify meaning and understand participants’ perceptions and
attitudes (Taylor & Lindlof, 2002, p. 178). The open-ended protocol allowed me to cover
necessary topics without limiting the participants’ responses (Creswell, 2014). This
method let participants’ experiences emerge through the participants’ own stories without
restriction. As Lutgen-Sandvik and McDermott (2008) noted, individuals’ stories allow
us to understand the “pain and suffering of abused…workers” (p. 321). Interviewing
participants individually enabled me to gather the rich descriptions of the individuals’
experiences through “stories, accounts and explanations” for events that could not be
directly observed (Taylor & Lindlof, 2002, pp. 173-174). This approach allowed me to
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become fully immersed in the participants’ experiences and to ask any additional
questions (probes) as needed for clarification (Creswell, 2014).
In order to ensure that the participants and I were both talking about the same
phenomenon, I sought to first understand each participant’s definition of workplace
incivility. This was an important step given the variation in the way workplace incivility
has been previously defined in the literature (See Coombs & Holladay, 2004; Cortina et
al., 2001; Einarsen et al., 2011; Lutgen-Sandvik et al., 2007; Namie, 2003; Namie &
Namie, 2011; Sypher, 2004). At the beginning of each interview the participant’s
definition of workplace incivility was obtained in order to ensure that the participant and
I were both discussing the same phenomenon. After allowing the participant the
opportunity to define the construct, the formal definition of workplace incivility used to
guide the study was provided to the participant. Following Sypher (2004), I stated to each
participant:
For purposes of this research, uncivil behaviors will be defined as those
behaviors that are rude or disrespectful and demonstrate a lack of regard
for others. Workplace incivility includes all forms of negative and
destructive workplace behaviors, such as, but not limited to, rudeness,
ignoring, excluding, shaming, bullying, micro-aggressions, aggression,
sexual harassment, and workplace violence.
In this way, I was able to check in with each participant to ensure the same
phenomenon was being discussed and that each participant still wished to continue with
their voluntary interview discussion.
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Interviews were audio-recorded and later transcribed verbatim, which resulted in
a Word document containing 880 pages of double-spaced text. I initially transcribed 4 of
the audio-recordings to remain close to the data. I then employed the use of a
professional transcriptionist for assistance with the remaining transcription. When a
transcriptionist was utilized, I listened to the audio-recording while reading the interview
transcript and made any necessary corrections. This ensured accuracy and allowed me to
stay immersed and engaged in the data (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). Interviews lasted from
30 to just over 120 minutes, with the average length of the interviews being
approximately 1 hour and 15 minutes long. Field notes were written both during and
immediately after each interview in order to capture my thoughts and perceptions and
resulted in 88 single-spaced pages in a wide ruled notebook (Creswell, 2014).
Data Analysis
In keeping with a social constructionist approach, data analysis focused on the
discursive nature of participant interviews and how participants described their
experiences and perceptions of workplace incivility. It is for this reason that interviews
were transcribed verbatim, as doing so allowed me to analyze how individuals talk about
their everyday, lived experiences. Additionally, these data were analyzed through a
constant comparative approach (Charmaz, 2006; Strauss & Corbin, 1998) by systematic
gathering and inductive data analysis (Hunting, 2014; Strauss & Corbin, 1998) enabled
related categories (instances) and concepts (knowledge of a category) to emerge
(Hunting, 2014; Charmaz, 2006).
I considered data analysis as a reflexive process that allowed me to engage the
data and connect the data to emerging insights based on my own reflections upon the
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current literature and various theoretical lenses (Tracy, 2013). I immersed myself in the
data by reading, re-reading, reflecting upon, and discussing the data and emerging
findings with others (i.e., Advisor, colleagues in the Communication discipline) (Tracy,
2013). Data analysis began early on during the interview and transcription processes
when I wrote initial field notes and memos on the data (i.e., initial thoughts, reflections,
and analytic questions) (Creswell, 2003). The memo’ing process allowed for initial
interpretations to be made (Taylor & Lindlof, 2002) and for relationships among concepts
to be explored (Charmaz, 2006; Strauss & Corbin, 1998) as the interview process
progressed. In doing so I was able to consider categories as they emerged and change
and/or add additional questions to the interview protocol as needed.
Following Tracy (2013), several criteria were utilized for analyzing interview data
in order to refine as many emergent themes as possible: a) primary-cycle coding, similar
to open coding, where I looked for initial meaning in the data; b) first-level codes, that
focused on what is presenting itself in the data (i.e., story-telling); and c) in vivo codes,
where I looked for the language and terms that the participants used themselves. Also,
following Dougherty (2009), I looked for inconsistencies in participant's’ stories that may
indicate that a “discursive shift” has occurred (p. 213). When a discursive shift is
uncovered the researcher can then examine when the shift took place and how the shift
operates and creates additional meaning (Dougherty, 2009). One discursive shift was
found within these data. Participants moved from laughter and saying, “It’s funny!” to
crying. It was in these moments of discursive shift that participant experiences came to
light and informed this study further. These criteria guided me in analyzing participant
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accounts of their experiences with and perceptions of workplace incivility. These
analytic processes are further described in the following paragraphs.
Tracy’s (2013) coding procedures for iterative analysis follow the constant
comparative method that was employed for this study. Specifically, three coding
procedures were utilized. First, data were analyzed through open coding, or the “initial,
unrestricted” (Taylor & Lindlof, 2002, p. 219) and “analytic process through which
concepts are identified and their properties and dimensions are discovered in data”
(Strauss & Corbin, 1998, p. 101). During this process data were sorted line-by-line, and
marked into categories with statements that were found to be unique or interesting
highlighted (Hunting, 2014; Taylor & Lindlof, 2002). Once open coding was completed,
I went back and reviewed the data again with the goal of combining the initial categories
through the process of axial coding. Axial coding is the process of reviewing the data
under each code to identify similarities (Hunting, 2014; Taylor & Lindlof, 2002; Strauss
& Corbin, 1998). The process of axial coding utilizes subcategories and allows coding to
take place “around the axis of a category, linking categories at the level of properties and
dimensions” (Taylor & Lindlof, 2002, p. 123). During the continual memo’ing and
coding processes, constant comparison techniques, or the constant comparison of new
data with data that had already been coded, enabled me to uncover the common themes
that continued to emerge through participants’ stories (Taylor & Lindlof, 2002). This
process further refined the categories by producing related categories and themes,
connecting similar participant experiences (Taylor & Lindlof, 2002), and locating
differences among participant stories (Davis, 2008). Finally, selective coding was used
to merge and solidify categories (Hunting, 2014). The categories were then grouped into
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“core categories” in order to finalize each theme (Hunting, 2014; Strauss & Corbin,
1998).
Following previous research, this research sought to understand participants’
identity markers and experiences with workplace incivility as they relate to the social and
structural dynamics of the participants’ organization. To fully explore these issues, I was
cautious not to think solely in terms of stand-alone categories, but also asked questions
throughout the data analysis process that would specifically shed light on the overlap of
participants’ gender markers based on their day-to-day experiences (Hunting, 2014). In
seeking to move beyond stand-alone categories of understanding, my goal was to
examine how participants’ stories of destructive workplace behaviors, their perceptions
of their sense of self and their identification with their organization interact to shape their
self-reported experiences (Hunting, 2014). I kept in mind that doing so would likely
allow me to then suggest more meaningful responses to workplace incivility as a social
issue that is intertwined with issues of power. To do so, I followed Hunting’s (2014)
recommendation to ask three inter-related questions during the data analysis process,
including: 1) “Who is included within this category?” to uncover who is
included/excluded and how categories may or may not depend on each other for
meaning; 2) “What role does inequality play?” to examine power structures as
experienced by the participants; and 3) “Where are there similarities?” to discover
commonalities across categories that may be conceptually different from one another
(i.e., race and sexuality) (p. 8). The goal in using these questions during the data analysis
phase was to think beyond stand-alone categories and “create space for the complexities
of identity and experience” (Hunting, 2014, p. 8). Furthermore, the interview data were
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analyzed with issues of power and control at the forefront of my mind as I sought to
uncover how identity and organizational identification relate to participants’ experiences
with workplace incivility.
Member checks were conducted with participants to help ensure validity of the
findings (Taylor & Lindlof, 2002). To do so, each participant was asked at the end of
their interview if I could contact them again. All study participants agreed to allow me to
contact them again. I then presented each participant with an initial summary of the
findings to ensure that findings based on the participant’s interview resonated with the
individual (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). This was done to acknowledge that in some cases
participants may have wildly different experiences and the member check process allows
this to be taken into account. I used the member check process to determine if changes
were recommended and/or necessary. For this study, none of the participants
recommended any additional changes. Two participants requested follow-up discussions
to provide additional thoughts and feelings regarding their experiences with workplace
incivility. Those two follow-up discussions each lasted for approximately one hour each.
Role of the Researcher
Reflexivity is an important component of qualitative research, and “involves
examining how research processes and knowledge production are shaped by the
preconceptions, values, social positions, and interests of the researcher” (Hunting, 2014,
p. 2) and participants (Harris, 2016). To be reflexive, the researcher must be aware of
and reflect upon his/her social position, the study participant’s social position (Hunting,
2014; Clair, 1994), and the “voice” or ways in which the researcher shares participants’
stories or (Harris, 2016). The researcher must then confront and address the “dynamics
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of power” that this social positioning creates (Hunting, 2014, p. 2). According to Harris
(2016), “voice is written such that the individual, relational, and intersectional dynamics
of gender, race, and nation are foregrounded” (p. 117). During the research I kept this
information in the forefront of my mind and actively sought to reflect on both my own
position in relation to the research and to the text of the participants’ stories (Harris,
2016). Readers of this dissertation are also invited to reflect upon the author’s creation of
the text. In this way, I will seek to “disrupt the privileged knowledge” of both the
researcher and participants. Harris (2016) calls the joining of both reflexivity and voice
as “reflexive voicing.” Throughout the research process I continually wrote journal
reflections and notes in order to reflect on my own identity and orientation as well as my
thoughts, experiences, and feelings in relation to participants’ stories. This was
particularly helpful when a participant told me a story that evoked intense emotion. In
this way, I was able to find a release from these emotions that also served to assist me in
the data analysis process as I read back through my notes and created the themes
discussed in the next chapter. Reflecting upon my own identity and perceptions and how
I related to participants and their stories also allowed me to connect with each participant
in a meaningful way. Participants did not in any way question my ability to understand
their experiences throughout the process.
The next chapter reveals the findings of this study that were uncovered through
the research process described above and includes participants’ stories in their own words
and recounted by me.
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CHAPTER 4: FINDINGS

The research questions posed in this study explore (a) how targets’ multiple
identities relate to their experiences with workplace incivility; (b) how targets’
experiences with workplace incivility relate to their organizational identification; and (c)
how target’s experiences with workplace incivility relate to issues of power and control.
This chapter presents the findings for these questions.
In considering the way that participants described their experiences with
workplace incivility, it is important to note that participants indicated communicative
behaviors that fit along Sypher’s (2004) intensity/intentionality continuum. Interestingly,
participants also included examples of destructive behaviors that were not initially
included on Sypher’s (2004) continuum and their perceptions regarding the intensity and
intentionality of these behaviors as they were experienced. These additional behaviors
included blaming, shaming, silencing, ostracism, micro-aggressions, sexual harassment,
and sexual assault. It is important to note that all of these behaviors were perceived as
high in intensity/intentionality by participants in this study. In uncovering these
additional descriptions of workplace incivility, this study provides empirical evidence of
a wide array of destructive workplace behaviors that are considered to be uncivil and fit
within Sypher’s (2004) intensity/intentionality scale. These findings are useful as
scholars seek to uncover the nuances regarding individual’s experiences with destructive
workplace behaviors in order to provide organizations (prevention) and targets (coping)
with suggestions for managing their experiences with workplace incivility. Because this
study focused on participants’ experiences with workplace incivility (as it related to
identity, organizational identification, and power/control), the following section provides
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a view of these experiences in participants’ own words and notes their perceptions of
intensity and intentionality of the behaviors they experienced. All names used in this
study are pseudonyms.
Specifically, the data reveal that workplace incivility matters because it relates to
(a) how targets view their sense of self (identity); (b) how targets relate to the
organization (organizational identification); and (c) how targets perceive their ability to
act (agency) within issues of power and control. The data described provide a discoursebased framework for understanding the relationship between (in)civility, the self, and
organizational identification. The discourse-based framework is attentive to participant
experiences as they relate to issues of power and control.
Addison’s Powerful Story
I would like to begin with Addison’s story because it is an illustration of the
findings of this study. Addison is the attorney whose story I shared at the very start of
this dissertation. Her story is a powerful one as it tells the story of this project’s
discourse-based framework that allows us to further understand the relationship between
(in)civility, the self, and organizational identification while being attentive to issues of
power and control. As illustrated in her direct quotes, Addison perceived her experiences
to be high in intensity and intentionality.
Addison’s story began when she took her first job as an Associate Attorney in a
law firm. Early in her tenure at the firm, she was paired on an assignment with a Partner
within the firm, as all new Associate Attorneys typically were. His name was Chuck.
She was to attend a client meeting and Chuck was to drive the two of them to the off-site
location. During the drive to the client’s site Chuck reached over and, as Addison stated,
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he “mistook” her knee for the gearshift. Addison, admittedly stating that she was
somewhat young and naive, said that she “assumed he was an idiot,” though she did say
that she had the thought that his behavior was “vaguely weird.” Addison reacted
accordingly by taking his hand off her knee and putting it on the gearshift. This
happened repeatedly on the way there. They had lunch with the client and, in Addison’s
own words, this is what transpired on their way back to the office:
We got back in the car and we started driving back. And at this point we'd
had wine with lunch. His hand didn't bother with the gearshift and it just
went directly onto my leg and started sliding south. And so I removed the
hand. I put it on the gearshift. And I said, "That would not be a wise
thing to do." And he said, "You need me to keep employed here." And I
said, "You assume that I want to be employed here that badly."
Addison recounts that though Chuck’s behavior was intense and intentional, he
never behaved that way with her again after she confronted him on the drive back to the
office. However, Addison related that instance as being a turning point for her as she
began to notice how men treated women as sexual objects in the workplace. She recalled
for me that she can remember thinking that she knew she did not wish to be treated in the
same way. She then began to change her appearance by wearing flat shoes instead of
high heels, and taking other measures to look, in her words, “mousy.” By calling her
newly found style, “mousy,” Addison was referring to a dull and less sexually appealing
look.
Here we see how Addison’s experiences affected how she viewed (and would
later view) her own sense of self (identity) as she experienced uncivil behavior based on
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her gender. Her experience also illustrates the agency that Addison enacted when treated
in an uncivil manner by someone with power over her as she confronted and stopped the
unwanted behavior. Addison was told by Chuck that she needed him to remain employed
by the law firm (i.e., active, direct, and aggressive behavior that is high in intensity and
intentionality). Addison’s quick reply that Chuck was assuming she wanted to be
employed badly enough to let him touch her inappropriately was a bold move of action
on Addison’s part.
Of course, there was more to Addison’s story. After riding in the car with Chuck
and standing up for herself, Addison thought everyone would move on. However,
Addison noticed that her colleague, Maddie, who was new to the U.S. from Norway and
was a bubbly and outgoing female, began to miss work and cry often. Addison recalls
that for several months the two of them had gone out to dinner and to various social
functions together after work and on the weekends. Those outings stopped. When
Addison asked Maddie what was wrong she broke down and told Addison that Chuck
had showed up at her apartment one night and she let him inside. He then forced himself
on her and sexually assaulted her (i.e., active, direct, aggressive; high in
intensity/intentionality). He continued to follow her to her apartment and various other
locations and sexually assault her over a period of several months. Maddie expressed to
Addison that she felt such shame and blame that she was paralyzed and did not know
what to do.
Upon finding out, Addison helped Maddie make a formal complaint to the firm.
The firm then sent Maddie back to Norway and, unexpected to Addison and Maddie,
fired Chuck (a long-time partner) to avoid a lawsuit. Addison, though she was a third-
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party witness to this behavior, blamed herself for not making a complaint to the firm
about Chuck when he “mistook” her knee for the gearshift. Addison expressed how,
many years later, the guilt from blaming herself and the shame that she feels over the
situation has changed her and the way she feels about herself. She quit the firm not long
after Maddie left and Chuck was let go because she felt that she could no longer work
there after her experience. Years later, Addison continues to dress in very subdued tones
and styles within the workplace and her daily life because of the impact this had on her.
She is also very cautious in her work relationships with others, continually thinking of
others feelings and perceptions and striving to make her place of work a happy and
healthy one.
This part of Addison’s story illustrates the relationship between workplace
incivility and organizational identification as Addison’s experiences affected both her
relationships with others (Maddie and Chuck) and her identification with the organization
(lessened) as she decided to leave due to her experiences. The story also elucidates the
importance of being mindful of issues related to power and control. Chuck clearly had
power over Addison and Maddie, and verbally communicated this to Addison during
their exchange in the car regarding her need of him to remain employed at the law firm
(i.e., active, direct, aggressive; high in intensity/intentionality). However, in confronting
him directly (for herself) and through the organization (through assisting Maddie in
making her complaint), Addison was able to address and manage those issues of power
and control and enact her own agency. The following sections attend to identity,
organizational identification, and power/control to examine additional participant
experiences with workplace incivility.
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Experiencing Workplace Incivility Matters to the Self (Identity)
The findings in this section attend to the research question: How do targets’
multiple identities relate to their experiences with workplace incivility? Participants
indicated a wide range of identities that they draw on as they articulated their experiences
with workplace incivility and the various ways that they felt their sense of self was
affected. Some of those descriptions of participants’ self that they indicated as mattering
most to them included, activist, age group, disability, ethnicity, feminist, friend, gender
(both physical gender identity and emotional gender expression), good citizen of the
earth, occupation, parent, partner, professional, race, sexual orientation (LGBTQ), and
volunteer. While participants were asked to describe the parts of their identity that
mattered the most, when discussing their experiences with destructive workplace
behaviors, participants did not immediately hail to their dominant identity marker
immediately. Even when discussing experiences of sexual harassment, participants
would focus more on their identity as a professional rather than their identity as a woman.
This was interesting and caused me to note that participants had similar sense making
perspectives across their experiences, despite having wildly different salient identities.
Participant experiences relate to perceptions of the self
Participants in this study described their experiences with workplace incivility as
behavior and interactions that affected the various aspects of how they view their own
self (identity). For example, participants shared how they were treated in an uncivil
manner based on specific aspects of themselves that the perpetrator singled out as a
source of difference. As Gavin, a gay Academic Advisor at an institution of higher
education, stated in his own words, he believes that experiences with workplace incivility
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occur when an individual is “just treating someone differently based on who they are or
certain aspects about them. Treating them differently than maybe other people in the
workplace would be treated based on, you know, something about that person.”
Similarly, Mary, a former student athletics trainee, specifically stated that her experiences
with workplace incivility directly affected her sense of self. When asked for a specific
example of these experiences she stated that they were related to:
demeaning actions or something that puts another person down and that
doesn't respect the person as what they identify as or, like, something that
is discrimination or something that has negative long-term effects on the
person's, like, mental health or on their physical wellbeing.
Mary’s words show that she felt that her experiences with workplace incivility were
directly related to some specific aspects of identity that the perpetrator had singled out as
a source of difference, something not valued and worth demeaning. Anne, an Elementary
School Teacher, also articulated that she felt as if her sense of self was being undervalued
by stating that her “opinion isn’t as valued” as she felt it should be and as she felt other
colleague’s opinions were valued.
Similarly, Ji Min, an HR Manager and Curriculum Developer, related her
experiences to me in this way:
[As a] context or environment that makes [me] feel uncomfortable, or that
makes [me] feel threatened or…less valued…So those would be some of
the key things…. At the end it, kind of, combined into, you know, a little
bit of everything, kind of, combining into this one huge balloon of things
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that I was, like, no longer wanting to be at a place where I was devalued,
that I was underestimated and just being, you know, abused.
During our discussion, Ji Min impressed upon me the way her experiences changed her
sense of self and how these experiences also created feelings of doubt about who she was
as a person and as a professional. Susan, an Administrator at an institution of higher
education, described feeling the same way about her sense of self. She stated that the
perpetrator of uncivil behavior in her situation worked at “creating an environment that is
not conducive to an individual being able to produce her best work. And so I'll use the
female pronoun. Just, you know, think of it as my experiences.” In talking about how
she perceived these experiences and internalized them as being related to her individual
self, Susan describes for us how her identity was (negatively) affected – she was unable
to create her best work.
Participants also described how their experiences affected their sense of self as
they began to feel demeaned and undervalued. As Susan stated, “my supervisor would
just, you know, have little, like, throw away demeaning comments to me.” Those
comments made Susan feel put down. As participants began to describe their experiences
with workplace incivility and how these experiences made them feel about themselves,
they provided detailed descriptions regarding the ways in which these experiences
affected their sense of self through discourse (everyday talk). Interestingly, the way in
which participants described these experiences as manifesting, with respect to their sense
of self, was discursively through uncivil talk.
As one can imagine, participants (n=16) described their response to destructive
workplace behaviors as experiencing feelings such as blame, guilt, and/or shame. To
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clarify participants’ meanings of their perceptions, I first provide a definition of each of
these concepts. According to Tangney, Miller, Flicker, Barlow (1996), shame and guilt
“represent distinct affective experiences” (p. 1256), as does guilt (Bulman & Wortman,
1977). For purposes of this study, blame is defined as the act of assigning someone or
something responsibility for an event or set of circumstances (Bulman & Wortman,
1977). Assigning blame is done as a means of gaining control over a person, situation, or
circumstance (Bulman & Wortman, 1977). The present study found that participants may
assign blame to others and/or to one’s self (i.e., Addison blamed both herself and Chuck).
Guilt is an emotion that is generally more private, while shame tends to be a more public
emotion (Tangney et al., 1996). Given this, guilt is generally “thought to be the reaction
of one’s internalized conscience to a breach of one’s personal standards and thus may be
felt [by the individual] when one is entirely alone (Tangney et al., 1996, pp. 1256-1257).
Shame, however, as a public emotion, requires a “disapproving audience,” and is an
“affective reaction that follows public exposure (and disapproval) of some [real or
perceived] impropriety or shortcoming” (Tangney et al., 1996, p. 1256). In her 1971
book, Shame and Guilt in Neurosis, Helen Block Lewis found that shame is a dominant
emotion that surpasses emotions of anger, fear, grief, and anxiety. Additionally, Brené
Brown’s (2006) work defined shame as, “An intensely painful feeling or experience of
believing we are flawed and therefore unworthy of acceptance and belonging” (p. 45).
The difference between guilt and shame for Brown’s (2006) participants was that guilt
was “described as a feeling that results from behaving in a flawed or bad way,” while
shame was a perception of “a flawed or bad self” (p. 45). These distinctions are
important to note given that participants in the present study perceive that feelings of
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shame affect their sense of self and that participants perceive their feelings of blame,
guilt, and shame to be intense (i.e., active, direct, aggressive).
For participants in this study, feelings of blame, guilt, and/or shame were a direct
result of their experiences with workplace incivility and how others talked to them
throughout these experiences. These feelings then shaped participants’ sense of self in
negative and lasting ways. For example, Mya, a Marketing Professional, shared that she
reached out to her female supervisor for assistance with a client who was sexually
harassing her. In Mya’s own words, her female supervisor blamed her by telling her
“over and over, ‘It must be something that you're doing. The problem must be you.’”
Mya indicated that her experiences were intense and intentional because she perceived
them as active, direct, and aggressive. Because of these communicative interactions with
her supervisor, Mya felt blamed and then experienced guilt and shame (note that the
supervisor served as a “disapproving audience”). Anastasia, a Director in a research unit
within an institution of higher education and research, who experienced sexual
harassment, stated the following while telling me in her own words how pervasive
workplace incivility is in her experience:
And [our Executive Vice President] told me that when stuff like that
happens he wants to know about it so that he can address it. And I know
he means that in the most sincere way possible, and that he would actually
address every single instance if he knew. But I would be going to him
weekly with some complaint about the way some guy talked to me or
emailed me. And then, again…this comes back to the part about how it
happens, and no one does anything, and I continue to try to figure out what
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it is about me that makes men act this way. What do I do to bring this on
myself? I continue to justify and take the blame upon myself. And that just
perpetuates the cycle. I hate that.
Thinking of themselves as “the problem” or “the instigator,” as someone who has invited
sexual harassment upon themselves (i.e., active, direct, aggressive; high in
intensity/intentionality), effects these participants’ sense of self in deep and lasting ways
as (n=9) they indicate that their identity is challenged for many years after these
experiences occur.
Tonya, who described herself as a “black woman” and as a staff member within
residential life at a large university, shared how she struggled to maintain her sense of
self throughout experiences where she felt that her identity as a black woman was not
fully accepted in the university’s climate. In her words:
It’s like…almost like you doubted who you are a lot. Like, I will doubt
my ways of thinking, my ways of doing and I try to think to separate, like,
where identities don't have play into that. But, they do. And our
experiences do too...but it does change who I am. It does change how I
might walk around in this world and walk around on this campus…to,
kind of, prepare myself for any threats that might come my way. And
even then you…I can't prepare for it.
For Tonya, her experiences with workplace incivility have created doubt within her
regarding her identity. She explains that she tries to separate her sense of self (worth)
from her experiences with workplace incivility, but that she finds that to be a difficult
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task as her experiences do change who she is and how she interacts with others on
campus.
In sum, these participants’ experiences were not all that different in nature from
Addison’s experiences with Chuck touching her leg inappropriately. Their experiences
affected how they viewed their own sense of self (identity) as they experienced
workplace incivility.
Uncivil discourse challenges/threatens sense of self
Nearly all participants (n=18) expressed that their identity is challenged or
threatened when experiencing workplace incivility. Specifically, these experiences were
discursive in nature as they occurred through everyday talk among organizational
members. Helen, a bisexual female who previously worked in a small community
library, expressed that she was always waiting for her work colleagues to say something
to her related to her identity as a lesbian and an LGBTQ activist. She described how
work colleagues talked about another employee for being a gay male, and how this made
her feel that she should conceal her own LGBTQ identity. In her own words, Helen
stated:
But I just remember when I was working at the library they were talking
about one of the older gentleman there who was most likely a gay man.
And they were, like…one of the older female coworkers was [pause]…she
just made fun of him for it. And it's, like, in front of me and in front of
several other [employees]. And it's, like, you're disrespectful to this
50…60 year old man. How are you gonna treat me? So that's…I don't
remember exactly what she said. It was…I think I repressed that part of it.
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Through this daily, mundane talk Helen realized that she could not be open about what
she viewed as her true self, and that she felt the need to hide an aspect of herself (i.e.,
being bisexual) that was very important to her.
Furthermore, Helen related to me that her experiences were her every day,
“normal” lived reality and high in intensity and intentionality (i.e., active, direct,
aggressive). However, what was in reality an everyday occurrence, should not have been
considered to be “normal” at all. Helen expressed that her heterosexual work peers
would come to work and talk about their partner or family life and that was seen as
perfectly acceptable behavior. However, she did not feel free to discuss her lesbian
partner in the workplace because of the fear that others would not deem this to be
acceptable workplace talk. In her own words, Helen said:
And it's just difficult and people always talk about…they go into work and
they talk about their husbands and they talk about their boyfriends. Or
they'll say, like, “Oh, yeah. This is what my boyfriend and I are doing for
our anniversary." And I just can't chime in to conversations like those a lot
of time. And it's just-- I don't know. It's difficult.
During my interview discussion with Helen, she explained that the workplace
incivility that she was experiencing manifests itself through the ways that her work
colleagues talked to each other in front of her about other LGBTQ employees.
Additionally, the uncivil behavior occurred when those (heterosexual) work colleagues
would then freely and openly talk about their own partners. This “normal,” yet uncivil,
work environment was a discursive construction between Helen and her work colleagues
that Helen stated left her wondering, “Are they gonna like me or not?" Helen related to
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me that in this small yet intense and intentional way, she felt ostracized by her peers over
time. The ostracism was more intense and intentional (active, direct, aggressive) than
ignoring and exclusion.
Holly, a Distance Education Specialist at an institution of higher education and
research, shared similar thoughts. She stated that she feels constrained by her
experiences because of the way her work peers speak to her. She related to me that she
feels verbally attacked. As Holly stated in her own words, “It's just hard to, kind of, feel
[like] yourself, you know, when you're, kind of, under [verbal] attack all the time. So,
yeah, it's been the…probably the worst work environment…episode that I've ever had.”
Experiencing these types of discursive exchanges during everyday talk at work made
Holly perceive that she could not “feel like [herself].” In Holly’s own words, she stated,
“I just don’t feel like I am the authentic me, you know.” When I asked her to describe
what her authentic self looked like, Holly stated the following:
Well, helpful and social and, you know, I like to have some fun. I don't go
to work and think about havin' [sic] fun right now at all, you know. I want
to go, close my door and just do my work and then…go home at lunch, let
the dogs out and then, you know, I don't want to be there at all. So it's cut
down on, I think, overall…my overall ability to work because it just feels
like a pressure on me all the time. And so I don't really want to take on
any new stuff. I don't volunteer to do anything.
Holly affirmed to me that her experiences have in fact changed how she feels about
herself and how she makes sense of her identity.

66
Jessica, a hairstylist, also experienced workplace incivility as the owner of the
salon where she was employed spoke disrespectfully to her in the workplace in front of
other colleagues. As Jessica tells us in her own words, these experiences deeply affected
her sense of self:
[I was] diagnosed with post-partum depression...a little late, but still
diagnosed. And I was living by myself and my doctor put me on antidepression medication and, you know, a slew of other things instead of
therapy. But that's another story, I guess. And I approached my assistant
salon leader as well as my salon leader and I said, "Listen, I need you guys
to look out for [me] because I live by myself. This is the situation I'm
going through. These are the medications that I just started to taking. I
need you to tell me if you notice me acting funny because I'm…I'm here."
You know, I was working four days a week, ten-hour shifts. And, you
know, when you live alone, you can't rely on a three-year-old to say,
"Mommy, you're, you know…how come you're being funny?" You know
what I mean? And you know, a couple weeks in, I had an argument with
my assistant salon leader. And after some heated exchange she looks at
me and goes, "Well…I can tell you didn't take your meds today!"
This dialogue had a shaming effect on Jessica that she perceived to be high in intensity
and intentionality because of the active, direct, and aggressive nature in which she
perceived the experience. Jessica went on to state:
It…it's just…you don't talk to people like that. You know, you don't, you
don't verbally say that. And, you know, I reacted. I don't really remember
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what I said, but I remember packing up my equipment and walking out….
You know, there are ways that you talk to people and there are ways that
you handle things. And I don't feel like a lot of that happened at that
location.
Jessica went on to further articulate how it was the uncivil talk that ultimately drove her
to work for herself. In her own words, she stated: “Oh, my gosh. Being talked down to.
Being talked about in a disrespectful manner and no one really standing up and saying,
‘This isn't okay. This shouldn't happen.’ Being bullied at work. What…for any
reason….” The discourse that Jessica experienced made her feel disenchanted with her
own sense of self. Jessica described it in this way:
[My experiences with workplace incivility] made me feel like, at the time
– and I remember going through this – like, oh…going into a lot of, you
know, depression because, like: Am I not that good of a hair stylist? Am I
not that good of a person? Maybe I'm not who I think I am if people are
treating me the way that they are. It really made me second-guess…who I
was then. And it created a lot of…it created a lot of problems. I was
drinking a lot. …it was very difficult for me to quit smoking but I was
smoking probably a pack a day. It really made me want to hide who I was
because again looking back, I didn't think I was adequate. You know, if I
really only get along with a handful of girls really well when I work with
18 to 20, maybe it's me? You know…and it…it still…like, looking back
at, you know, 20-something-year-old Jodie, it makes me really sad for her.
You know, like, it makes me think, like, "What…who could I have been?"
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You know? But it's…you know, this is who it made me. And I'm…I'm
not happy that I had to go through it, but it made me who I am. And I'm
happy with the results. You know?
In addition to losing her own sense of self during these experiences, Jessica’s story
expresses how she viewed these struggles as “normal” in her everyday routine. Jessica
says that looking back on her 20-year-old self makes her sad. She says this because those
days seemed “normal” to her at the time and she had no thought that she was
experiencing uncivil discourse in the workplace.
Jasmine, a Marketing Manager for a dental lab, also explained how she believed
her experiences were “normal,” and later realized that they were instead very
dysfunctional. Jasmine recalled receiving social support from three friends through what
she described as an act of “intervention.” One of the friends had previously left the same
organization based on experiences with uncivil behavior from the same supervisor as
Jasmine, and the other two women were people who were in the same position within
different organizations (peers). Jasmine and these friends went to dinner so that they
could discuss her experiences with her male supervisor over food and margaritas.
Through that conversation (discourse), Jasmine describes that she began to realize that
her experiences and her sense of self were not actually “normal,” even though it had
become her “normal” everyday reality. As Jasmine stated in her own words, “that kind
of conversation started to make me feel more and more like I wasn't being valued.” She
further described how this discussion with her friends “kept weighing on her” until she
finally decided to leave the organization. Once she exited the organization and resumed
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employment in a healthy environment, Jasmine was able to step back and see that her
experiences had not been “normal.”
Participants who are silenced hold a challenged sense of self
Yet other participants (n=17) found that their own (lack of) discourse was
complicit in challenging their sense of self. Chad, a staff member at an institution of
higher education, felt challenged by experiences of workplace incivility related to being
transgender male. He stated that he felt constrained by not being able to express his
preferred gender identity and that he perceived his experiences as a form of silencing that
was intense and intentional (i.e., active, direct, aggressive). Chad felt this way because
his colleagues had been directly rude to him and had repeatedly ignored his preferred
gender by referring to him with female pronouns instead of male pronouns. As an
example, he shared his story of starting to use (say) his preferred (male) name at work.
He was told by the Dean of his unit that he would be unable to tell others his preferred
name unless he obtained a legal name change and provided proof of that change. Chad
had already petitioned the county court for the forthcoming name change, but he was
denied use of his preferred name on email and other unofficial documents. This
continued until Chad contacted the university’s LGBTQ Center. The Center stepped in
and told the Dean that he/she could not discriminate against Chad’s preferred identity in
that way. Chad was then able to use his preferred name in advance of the legal name
change approval from the court. Feeling forced to use (tell/say) a gender identity that
was not his own made Chad feel constrained. In this situation, Chad was effectively
silenced by the Dean of his unit, and was denied the use of his own voice to connect with
his real self.
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This study included several individuals who were young professionals8 (n=8)
when they experienced incivility. These participants expressed to me that they had a very
difficult time speaking out to stick up for themselves, and finding what they feel is their
true identity for a long period of time. Their experiences shaped them in deep and
important ways, and caused them to struggle both personally (socially/emotionally) and
professionally. Mya, the young Marketing Professional, shared that her (lack of)
discourse was complicit in challenging her identity as her sense of self was diminished
throughout her experiences with workplace incivility. Mya has held multiple jobs as a
marketing professional over the span of approximately 12 years. Throughout many of
those work experiences she found work colleagues who she described as uncivil. During
these experiences Mya felt that her sense of self was, in her own words, “not accepted
and respected to the point that [she] completely lost sense of who [she was].” Mya
described how her experiences with workplace incivility, while she was still very much a
young professional, caused her to lose her own voice. One of Mya’s experiences
included a company owner who stole her identity, denied doing so when Mya confronted
her about the situation, and ruined Mya’s credit for years on end. Mya spent several long
years working to prove that her supervisor had stolen her identity in order to have her
credit report cleared of the blemish. She perceived her experiences as high in intensity
and intentionality, and described the situation in this way:
So I was so paralyzed for so long. I truly believed I was a really quiet,
timid person. I mean, like, I remember a manager telling me, “You have
to speak in meetings,” and just being so afraid [to send out literally any

8

For purposes of this study, young professionals were between the ages of 20 – 30 years old.
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type of] signal. Being so afraid to, like, speak up for myself because I had
so completely lost my sense of self.
In this way, Mya lost her own “voice” (both figurative and literal) as she was unable to
speak up or verbally share herself or her work with colleagues. For some time, this
paralysis became central to Mya’s identity, until a manager began to mentor her and she
began to discursively engage with her work colleagues again. In her own words, she
stated, “I never developed myself. It was, like…almost like a stunted growth.” When
experiencing an inability to articulate themselves to others participants like Mya
explained that they were also unable to connect with their true sense of self.
Participants are unable to discursively express their true self
Participants (n=18) shared that they were unable to discursively express their
identity when experiencing workplace incivility. As Carmen, a professional, lesbian,
autistic, woman, recounted her struggles with her disability being somewhat apparent
when she interacts with others and (potentially) becomes over stimulated during the
interaction. She related that this tends to happen to her during meetings or workshops
when she is interacting with others and the lighting, sound, or other such stimulus, is not
preferable for her. In her own words, Carmen stated:
Yeah. So…ironically, I try not to [express myself to others], and it's damn
near impossible, I try not to…(SIGH)…it sounds so stupid. If [my wife]
were sitting here she'd be so pissed off I was saying this. I try not to show
my autistic self. But it…it's very difficult to do because it's so
fundamentally who I am and…and how I think and perceive the world and
inter…interact with others.
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Carmen is unable to express herself through talk and actively engages in self-silencing in
order to hide her sense of self that is strongly grounded in her disability. Carmen
explained that her sense of self is constrained and challenged because of these
experiences. Similarly, Ji Min, a start-up professional, was sexually harassed in the
workplace and perceived her experiences to be high in intensity and intentionality. She
shared how her Korean culture causes her to silence herself around others and to ignore
her sense of self. In her own words, Ji Min stated that this makes her feel “hindered”
from communicatively expressing herself freely to others. These examples show how
participants would actively hide what they feel is their true self by engaging in discursive
self-silencing.
Participants hide part(s) of self
Various participants (n=19) actively engaged in hiding the parts of themselves
(identity) that are most salient. For example, numerous female participants (n=4) shared
how they chose to dress differently after experiencing workplace incivility. These
women had one goal: to look less feminine and more professional. They went to great
lengths to hide any hint of their femininity and sexuality. Anastasia, the Director in a
research unit within an institution of higher education, provided the most detailed
description of the lengths she goes to so that she does not seem too feminine or highlight
her sexuality in the workplace. In her own words, she described her experiences with
workplace incivility, specifically sexual harassment in this way:
[It] made me think, “What about me can I change? What do I do to bring
this on?” And so I go to great pains to dress in ways that will not bring
attention to my femininity. And I was talking with one of my friends and
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work colleagues and she made the comment, “Well at least you are flat
chested because that helps you out. You don’t have to worry about men
looking at your breasts at work.” And I told her, “I am slim and tall, but I
work to hide my breasts.” And I must do a great job because I am a
“double D!” So I wear cowl necks and jackets that cover me. I don’t
wear anything that flatters my upper half! And I shouldn’t have to do that.
I sometimes change two or three times in the morning and often start
planning what I am wearing the night before just to have enough time to
get ready in the morning. And so yes, it challenges who I am and makes
me want to change myself in those settings. It makes me feel less than I
should to be a woman. I wear pearls because I have found that when I do I
am treated with more respect than when I don’t wear them. Pearls. Who
would think! But it works and it gives me credibility that I don’t receive
when I’m not wearing them.
Anastasia perceived her experiences to be intense and intentional and surprised herself by
crying as she recounted this story to me. Unfortunately, she was not the only female
participant to mention dressing less feminine (n=6) and wearing pearls (n=3) in order to
appear professional. Mya, the marketing professional, was previously a makeup artist
and explained that she sought to change the way she dressed and the way that she
interacted with a client who sexually harassed her. Specifically, Mya indicated that she
took on blame and shame because she was made to feel that she may have acted too
feminine in the workplace by wearing her hair long and putting on makeup. She stated:
“Especially to come from being a makeup artist to not…to wearing glasses and no
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makeup because doing so was…I felt like I was inviting, you know, whatever would
come at me.”
Similarly, Addison, the attorney who was touched in a sexually inappropriate way
by a partner in her law firm, recalls that she began to notice how men treated women as
sexual objects in the workplace. She then began wearing flat shoes instead of high heels,
and took other measures to appear, what she calls, “mousy” (not attractive) in order to be
treated more professionally. As a result of not being able to freely express their sense of
self and feeling the need to actively hide their identity, these participants expressed that
the way that they felt about themselves changed. Specifically, participants took on
feelings of blame, guilt, and/or shame, that in turn affected their sense of self.
Experiencing Workplace Incivility Matters to Organizational Identification
The findings in this section attend to the research question: How do targets’
experiences with workplace incivility relate to their organizational identification?
Participants in this study described their experiences with workplace incivility as
behavior and interactions that affected both their relationships with others and the various
aspects of their identification with the organization. This section will focus specifically
on how targets’ experiences with workplace incivility relate to their organizational
identification; the next sections explore these data further.
Relationship between incivility and organizational identification varies among
participants
A common theme throughout these data is that those participants (n=16) who
experience workplace incivility have lessened organizational identification. Contrary to
this finding, several participants (n=5) experiencing workplace incivility reported that
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they did not have lessened organizational identification. Given this, these data suggest
that the relationship between workplace incivility and organizational identification varies
from participant to participant.
Although participants’ definitions of incivility were similar, as were their stories
regarding workplace incivility as it related to their individual identity, the relationship
between incivility and organizational identification that they explained varied from
participant to participant. This was not entirely unexpected given Pratt’s (2001) finding
that identification can be conflicted or ambivalent, allowing individuals to simultaneously
feel connected to and disidentified from their organization. Furthermore, organizational
identification is indeed created based on their lived experiences in the workplace, and
participants experiences differed based on intensity and intentionality of the behaviors
experienced (Sypher, 2004) and a wide variety of other factors, including frequency of
experiences, perceived amount of social support, etc. To further explore this variation, I
discuss the nature of these relationships by providing a more detailed account of how
participants perceived there to be a negative relationship between incivility and
organizational identification, as well as an explanation of those who experience continued
organizational identification.
Organizational identification decreases
In this study, most participants (n=16) described experiencing a negative
relationship between incivility and organizational identification, where their initial
organizational identification decreased or disappeared when they experienced workplace
incivility. Participants’ stories provide empirical evidence to support the notion that
workplace incivility “may lead to disconnection” (Pearson et al., 2000, p. 125) or lowered
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identification with the organization. Interestingly, the way in which many participants
described these experiences as manifesting, was discursively through uncivil talk. For
example, Addison, the attorney, explained her lowered identification with the
organization because she felt that the organization, in her words, “failed” to address the
individual’s uncivil behaviors. Addison stated that she felt the organization’s (lack of
appropriate) response was “inappropriately wimpy.” Based on the organization’s
response Addison experienced lowered organizational identification as her own views no
longer reflected the views of the organization.
Mya explained, in her own words, that she became “so angry at everyone”
because “no one believed” that her client was sexually harassing her. She continued to
show up for work but felt less and less connected with the organization based on her
female supervisor’s refusal to believe that she was being sexually harassed. As Mya’s
organizational identification lessened she began to show up for work, but instead of
working she did freelance work for another employer all day. This story illustrates
Mya’s lessened organizational identification over time.
Similarly, Alan, an Assistant Professor of Business who previously worked for a
not-for-profit organization, described his lack of identification with the organization by
explaining in his words that he “did not feel comfortable there” because the
organization’s president was openly anti-gay and vocally opposed the LGBTQ
community that Alan is a member. Alan shared how he felt that his sexual orientation
was an unwelcome aspect of his identity based on the organization president’s outwardly
verbal declarations against the LGBTQ community. These active, direct, and sometimes
aggressive behaviors caused Alan to perceive his experiences as high in intensity and
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intentionality. Alan explained that he initially experienced high organizational
identification related to the work that he was doing for the not-for-profit organization, but
that the continual wearing down that came with the organization president’s direct verbal
opposition of Alan’s most salient identity served to gradually lessen his organizational
identity.
Mary, the former student intern in a primarily male dominated area of an
institution of higher education, experienced a decrease in her identification with the
organization when she recognized that the organization was not interested in what she
called “addressing problems,” and kept problems quiet in a secretive manner. Mary
described her experiences as discursive in nature. As she stated, “And it's all gossip.
And if you do something wrong to one person, you've wronged the whole organization.
And so its very group think.” For Mary, the organizational climate was very problematic
and caused her to feel disidentification from the organization over a short period of time.
Tonya, a residential life staff member at a university, shared how she began to
feel less identified with her organization when she realized that certain parts of her
identity (being a black woman) were not welcome in the workplace:
It was just unsettling. So that's hard sometimes in that—I don’t feel
completely accepted where I work. I work at a predominantly white
institution, but sometimes it's hard when every day you have to show up
and put on a face to get through the day. So it's just hard and it continues
to happen in different facets of my work day.
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Tonya expressed that she finds it hard to identify with an organization where she feels
unaccepted and that has a white, male President who she does not feel has supported the
social justice issues that she is passionate about supporting.
Helen, also shared that she was unable to connect to her coworkers in a
meaningful way and that this caused her to feel less connected to her organization. In her
words, “It feels horrible and I just feel like I can't connect to my coworkers as much as I
would be able to.” For Helen, workplace incivility is consequential because she cannot
make connections with others in the organization as she would like to do.
These data provide empirical evidence that participants’ organizational
identification may decrease when workplace incivility is experienced because destructive
workplace behaviors can create feelings of disidentification from colleagues and the
organization alike (Pearson et al., 2000). This is important to organizations and
individuals alike because lowered organizational identification has also been associated
with intent to leave an organization (Tett & Meyer, 1993). Intent to leave an organization
has been identified as a predecessor to voluntary turnover (see Jablin, 2001) or
withdrawal from the organization.
Relationship between workplace incivility and intent to leave the organization
Participants in this study had already exited (n=17) or were thinking about or
actively trying to exit (n=4) the organization or organizational unit (in the case of those
within a large multi-national corporation or a large institution of higher education). For
example, Ji Min also discussed her lowered identification with her organization in this
way:
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By the end it, kind of, combined into, you know, a little bit of everything,
kind of, combining into this one huge balloon of things that I was, like, no
longer wanting to be at a place where I was devalued, that I was
underestimated and just being, you know, abused.
In this way, Ji Min explained how, prior to leaving the organization, she became
disenchanted through her experiences and began to experience lowered organizational
identification and then intended to leave the organization.
Mya, who explained that “no one believed” that her client was sexually harassing
her, also moved from lessened organizational identification to holding intent to leave the
organization. The lessened organizational identification served as the final step in her
intent to leave and subsequent withdrawal from the organization. In her words:
I mean, no one believed me. No one believed me. And so [I was
physically there, but] I took three months off, fully paid, just, kind of, like
figure out what I wanted to do. And so I started freelancing for [another
business] during that three-month period.
In this way, Mya began a process of lessened organizational identification that
culminated in her withdrawal from the organization after several months.
Similarly, Alan, an Assistant Professor of Business, who previously worked for a
not-for-profit organization, and described his lessened identification with the
organization and the continual wearing down of his most salient identity in the
previous section. He subsequently withdrew from the organization.
Mary, the former athletic trainee who explained her lowered organizational
identification in the previous section, went on to explain this about leaving the
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organization after months of experiencing what she perceived to be intense and
intentional workplace incivility:
So I think that [these individuals] see that they have a power over us and
that they want to control all aspects of our lives. There was even
disrespect of calling people [and telling them to come to work] ten
minutes before you’re supposed to be at [work]. And, like, they just don't
see us as [people]. They see you as free labor. And so that's something I
was not okay with. And that is the main reason why I left…. So staying
in the program was rough but leaving the program is something that's
stigmatized. [Program staff] were like, ‘You couldn't make it through.
You’re not smart enough.’ Which is not the case in my situation-- because
I know myself and I knew my limits. And I was done.
As she became less identified with the organization, Mary recognized that she had
reached her “limits” and that she “was done.” Her realization was that she needed to
leave the organization in order to maintain her sense of self, and she did withdraw.
However, not all of the participants experienced lowered organizational identification and
the subsequent intent to leave/withdrawal aspects of their experiences with workplace
incivility.
Organizational identification continues
Other participants (n=5) did not indicate a relationship between incivility and
organizational identification. In these cases, the participants did not perceive a loss of
identification with the organization even though workplace incivility was occurring.
First, other factors were constructed as more salient to the target (Pratt, 1998) than the
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effects from experiencing incivility. For example, some individuals made a distinction
between the organization and the perpetrator by blaming specific individuals and not
indicating any feelings of fault towards the organization. It is through this separation of
the individual perpetrator and the organization that the target is able to maintain
identification with the organization and its members.
For example, Chad stated, “I don't know if I could have come out [as transgender]
anywhere else. I mean, if all of those things combined, being at [this university] has been
surprisingly great.” Even though Chad experienced workplace incivility from some work
colleagues who ignored his pronoun and name preferences, he still felt highly identified
with his organization. Carmen had a similar experience, despite being treated in an
uncivil manner by some work colleagues who did not accept her as a lesbian woman.
Carmen shared that her organization’s efforts to support LGBTQ employees help her
strongly identify with that organization. Tonya also indicated a strong sense of
organizational identification, stating: “I can't say well, ‘[This university] just sucks,” but
that there are certain people that she does not identify with at the university. That,
however, does not change her perception of her organization, and her organizational
identification.
Similarly, Holly also seemed highly identified with her organization despite being
a target of workplace incivility. She indicated that she has invested too much of herself
into the organization to let incivility control her decisions. This participant has been with
her organization for over eighteen years, which may be one reason why the incivility she
has experienced over the last three years has not affected her level of identification with
and commitment to the organization. Gavin, a gay, male, academic advisor in higher
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education, stated that even though workplace incivility feels “awkward,” he does not feel
disidentification from his organization since the students that he serves are his most
important focus. In staying at the university and working with those students, he feels
fulfilled and can identify with the organization’s mission.
These participants’ stories of continued organizational identification, despite
experiencing workplace incivility, show that participant experiences vary in relationship
to workplace incivility and organizational identification. For each of the individuals who
maintained that they felt continued organizational identification, it is clear that other
factors mediated the relationship between their experiences with workplace incivility and
(potential lessened) organizational identification. These individuals are able to fulfill
their needs through other areas (i.e., connecting with the LGBTQ center) and can,
therefore, center their identities away from their perceived experiences with incivility by
focusing on these other areas which they can control and that satisfy their needs. In this
way, participants rationalized that they were assuming control over their own lives, even
though in doing so they may relinquish other aspects of control (i.e., a healthy/productive
work environment, physical/emotional health) (Linvill, 2008).
Relational aspects of the outcomes of workplace incivility
The focus of participant’s stories showed the relational aspects of the outcomes of
experiencing workplace incivility. For example, Tonya, like other participants, provided
a description of her experiences with workplace incivility that reflected upon the
communicative and relational aspects of the phenomenon. She explained that her
experiences included small, subtle micro-aggressions. These experiences included high
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intensity and intentional behaviors that were active, direct, and aggressive. In Tonya’s
own words:
…verbal and non-verbal communication between two individuals that's
maybe perceived or taken…maybe rude or, well, negative - just a negative
feeling and vibe. And then misunderstanding of maybe how we're
communicating or understanding. And then it can, kind of, translate into
how we might do work, work with each other, or how we complete tasks
sometimes.
The relational aspects of workplace incivility that Tonya and other participants described
effected their interactions with others and with their organization. Below, I further
explore the relational aspects of the outcomes of workplace incivility.
Participants create a circle of trusted individuals. Previous research shows
that social support is a strategy that targets of workplace incivility often employ as a
coping mechanism (Linvill, 2008). In this study, participants discuss utilizing social
support or “trusted” individuals as a “nodal point” (Luker, 2008) to mediate potentially
lessened organizational identification. For example, Helen was comfortable expressing
herself to others in the workplace, but only if they were part of a small, select group of
trusted individuals. In her words, “And that's usually just expressed to the people that I
trust, though.” Tonya, an African American woman working as a staff member within
residential life at an institution of higher education, expressed the same scenario – that
she was free to express herself to others when they were part of her “Circle of Trust” (See
Figure 1). Tonya described this circle of trusted individuals using layers or rings. In her
words, the very “Inner Circle” includes her most trusted” colleagues, friends, and family
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members. As she stated, these were “her peeps” and the circle was the smallest
represented, a visual representation of the limited number of people within this circle.
The next circle was her “Test Zone” for immediate colleagues and new people in her life.
Tonya explained that if you are in the “Test Zone” she would trust you with small things
that couldn’t hurt her too terribly if you betrayed her trust and told others. If things went
well for some time then she might move you closer to, and eventually into, her inner
circle. The “Outer Circle” was where Tonya said her colleagues who were not at all
trusted would remain. This was what she called with a laugh the “you might as well be a
stranger” circle. Tonya further explained that between these circles of trust she would
“code switch,” or speak differently depending on who she was speaking with. For
example, the “Inner Circle” often heard talk that includes slang or vulgarities. They
joked openly with each other without fear of judgement and shared very private
information amongst each other. Those in the “Test Zone” might hear some of this talk,
but the discourse was mostly professional in nature with only small things shared here
and there, such as a “YOU knoooow, girl!” Finally, those in the “Outer Circle” never
heard this type of dialogue, unless by accidentally overhearing. In this way, Tonya was
able to hide freely expressing her true self to anyone outside of her “Circle of Trust.”
Alan, the Assistant Professor of Business, previously worked for a not-for-profit
organization where he felt that openness about his sexual orientation was not a welcomed
aspect of his identity. He echoed Tonya’s experiences, and stated in his own words:
So I think that there were definitely a group of people that I gravitated
towards that were friends that I would express myself freely to. But I think
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as a whole the message that ‘you represent the views of the [organization]
and that is not to include LGBT rights,’ just that…that just had an effect.
These participant descriptions show the relational aspects of the outcomes of workplace
incivility and data suggest that having the support of friends and family (i.e. social
support – see Maguire & Sahlstein, 2007) is critical to continued organizational
identification.
Inner Circle ("her
peeps")

Test Zone

Outer Circle ("You
might as well be a
stranger!"

Figure 1. Circle of Trust

Attending to Issues of Power and Control
The findings in this section attend to the research question: How do the target’s
experiences with workplace incivility relate to issues of power and control? This project
sought to further understand the connections between destructive workplace behaviors
and individual’s sense of self as they relate to (a lack of) power. Participants of this study
often discussed their experiences with workplace incivility, identity, and organizational
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identification in terms of power within the organization (both who has it and who does
not). The next section explores these issues of power as participants explained them.
Perpetrators enact destructive behaviors to gain or hold power
Participants (n=15) in this study perceived that perpetrators of workplace
incivility enact destructive behaviors to gain or hold power or control. Though
participants’ experiences with workplace incivility were perceived as negative,
participants shared that the phenomena continues because it is productive (positive) for
the perpetrator. In this way, the relationship between power or control and workplace
incivility is discursively constructed by participants. For example, Ji Min describes that
she felt a lack of power and agency as the owner of the start-up company that she worked
at, who was also her direct supervisor, sexually harassed her over eating a banana. As
she shared in her own words:
There was one time when…so, I have to go to work by 8:30 in the
morning. And I often run behind. So I was…I brought a banana and I
was eating it at my desk. And he was walking past me and he's like, “Oh,
good morning. Oh, why are you eating banana? That's so weird.” And he
just walked away. And it…that's literally what the conversation was. And
I'm like, “What the hell is he talking to me about?” And I was just like,
“Oh, my God. Yeah, No. You didn't say that.”
I asked Ji Min to clarify, in my words, “Was he referring to the shape of the banana?”
She completed the story. In her words:
I have no idea. He just said, “Why are you eating banana? That's weird.”
And it just sounded…I don't know. It, it just…to me it sounded dirty. It
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was just an unnecessary comment that he had to make in the morning.
(LAUGHTER) Yeah, and it…it also goes back to this type of personality
that he's been showing before that made me think that, Oh…he's not just
commenting on me eating banana. There is something more.
As Ji Min and I continued our discussion, she explained that she believed that this
individual’s comments to her were high in intensity and intentionality (i.e., active, direct,
aggressive) and were related to his expectations of holding power or control over her in
the workplace setting. In her words she explains her perception of the intensity and
intentionality of her supervisor’s behavior: “Whether it's intentional or not, unconsciously
[women] have that notion of, "Oh, I am the submissive one. I'm the inferior one here. I
can't [stand up for myself because]…there is no agency." Ji Min was impressing upon
me that there are issues of power and control at play in the situations like the one that she
experienced, and that often times women are unable to enact agency by confronting the
situation. Instead, women are meant to be “submissive.”
Ji Min discusses how women lack power because organizations give the message
that they are not allowed to speak out because they are being compensated and genderbased incivility is part of the job. As she shared:
I would think that it's totally unacceptable for me to report this behavior
and claim that this is really is not appropriate. But I don't think I would
have. I would not have been able to do that because I am still very much
in the realm of I don't have a power. I am still an…you know, not inferior,
but I'm not…basically I don't have the power to do something like that
when it's the company that's hiring me, paying me, letting me keep my
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job. A lot of it is really a power structure. I'm very much…submissive to
the social power and even if I say something is unjust, it's easier said than
done. You can't really, you know, openly talk about this or request
something to be done because you don't want to sound like the stupid one
who is, you know, overreacting.
In this way, Ji Min wonders out loud how she can be more assertive and find a way to
enact agency in the situation without sounding like she is, in her words, “stupid” or
“overreacting.”
Addison, the attorney whose colleague was sexually assaulted by a partner at their
law firm, articulates this notion of using workplace incivility to hold power over
someone. As Addison explains, Chuck had power over her colleague Maddie, but not
over Addison herself. This was in part because Maddie needed the job much more than
Addison, and Addison had more confidence that she would be able to quickly and easily
land another position. As Addison shared:
He didn't have power over me; where he did have power over her, and the
law firm as a secondary issue. The law firm was always motivated by
money. And for a long time Chuck's behavior and his misuse of power
was okay to them because he got the results that they wanted. And it
wasn't okay to them when his behavior was gonna cost them money.
Addison went on to state later:
The firm had power that Maddie desperately wanted [in order] to progress
up the corporate ladder in the law firm. She really did care if someone
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spoke adversely to her. She desperately wanted to keep this job in the
training program and Chuck's blessing was necessary for that.
Importantly, and because workplace incivility, power, and sexual abuse of various kinds
are all socially relevant issues in our society right now, Addison finished by stating:
You know, the whole #MeToo movement lately has been drawn up on
gender lines but it has nothing to do with gender. Abuse is all dealing
with power. And you can have power…you know, theoretically I could
have been victimized by a woman just as easily as a man.
That power contributes to workplace incivility suggests that targets must accept these
behaviors as normal and acceptable. The data from this study also shows that those who
are not in a position of power (Ji Min and Addison both experienced incivility from a
company owner/partner) are often the targets of workplace incivility.
These findings, suggest that targets’ experiences with workplace incivility relate
to issues of power and control in important ways. Power is seen as the way organizations
and/or individuals influence or control others thoughts and/or actions (van Dijk, 1993) in
order to accomplish goals (Tompkins & Cheney, 1985); though this type of control often
serves to “maintain gender identities which systematically subordinate women and
promote patriarchal organizational structures” (Mumby & Stohl, 1991, p. 314). Given
this, power contributes to the creation of individual’s lived realities (Mumby & Stohl,
1991). Thus, it is not unexpected that elements of power are seen within the context of
workplace incivility (Lutgen-Sandvik & Tracy, 2012; Sypher, 2004), and/or that
workplace incivility is used to confirm one’s authority, position, and power (Sypher,
2004). These data provide empirical evidence that simply further underscores that power
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influences the ways that organizational members develop their (organizational) identity
(Mumby and Stohl, 1991).
Participant Experiences Related to Enacting Agency
Participants (n=21) in this study described their experiences with workplace
incivility as behavior and interactions that were related to issues of power and control. In
turn, those participants had to determine how they were going to (discursively) act. For
example, Addison, the attorney, recently had a client to her office for a meeting and he
was belligerent with one of Addison’s staff members. In Addison’s own words:
He lost the power because [when I then met with him to resolve the
matter] I also introduced myself as the director of [the law practice] and an
[attorney], and the supervisor, director, indirect of the two individuals that
[he was] mistreating. And so I was very careful in word choice.
As Addison explains, she saw this interaction as one that stripped power from the
perpetrator and allowed her to regain an element of control.
Ji Min also spoke of a power dynamic that positioned her supervisor, who made
graphic reference to Ji Min’s banana, as the person in power. In her words: “And I think
he knew that [he had power over me], too, probably. Whether it's intentional or not,
unconsciously we have that notion of, ‘Oh, I am the submissive one. I'm the inferior one
here. There is no agency.’ This quote shows Ji Min’s frustration in feeling that she lacks
agency to change her situation where she is answering to her aggressor as a person in a
position of power over her.
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Some participants had a choice and enacted their own agency at various times. In
Mary’s own words:
So I think that the athletic training staff sees that they have a power over
us and that they want to control all aspects of our lives. There was even
disrespect of calling people in ten minutes before you're supposed to be at
clinicals. And, like, they just don't see us as students. They see you as
free labor. And so that's something I was not okay with. And that is the
main reason why I left.
Mary went on to share that she has gained knowledge and agency through her experience
that will assist her in further confronting situations where barriers to communication must
be broken down. As Mary states:
So I have definitely, like, now that I've experienced this I feel like I have
more power in calling people out, and saying that this is unacceptable that
you're treating me poorly, that this is [not] what I deserve in the
workplace. This is [not] what I deserve in relationships. This is [not] what
I deserve in friendships.
In this way, Mary is discursively enacting agency by telling people that they cannot treat
her poorly. By enacting agency these participants were able to adapt and transform the
situation by taking back some aspects of control.
Summary
This chapter discussed the various findings regarding participants’ identity and
organizational identification when experiencing workplace incivility, including blame,
guilt and shame. The chapter also attended to issues of power and control within the
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context of workplace incivility. The following chapter discusses the theoretical and
practical implications of these findings, acknowledges limitations of this study, and
proposes directions for future research.
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CHAPTER 5: DISCUSSION

Findings suggest that incivility matters to organizational members, yet in different
ways. This allows for a more nuanced understanding of destructive workplace behaviors
in all of their many forms by allowing for a complex and varied description of how
individuals (targets) discursively situate their identity when experiencing workplace
incivility.
Overview of Findings
First, the findings from this study allow viewpoints regarding the relationship
between workplace incivility and identity to emerge. Findings were similar across all
participants (n=21) despite that participants described differing identities as being
important to them. Participants’ in this study held a wide variety of salient identities,
either individually or simultaneously, including: activist, age, disability, ethnicity
(African American, Caucasian, South Korean), feminist, friend, gender (identity and
expression), good citizen of the earth, occupation (i.e., educator, lawyer), parent, partner,
professional, race, sexuality (feminine/masculine), sexual orientation (LGBTQ), and
volunteer. The following themes emerged regarding participant identity after
experiencing workplace incivility (See Figure 2): (a) Participant experiences relate to
perceptions of the self; (b) Uncivil discourse challenges/threatens sense of self; (c)
Participants who are silenced hold a challenged sense of self; (d) Participants are unable
to discursively express their true self; and (e) Participants hide part(s) of self. These
findings are important to our further understanding of workplace incivility as it relates to
individuals’ perceptions of their own self (identity).
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Figure 2. Communicative Framework of the Self-Discourse-Destructive Workplace
Behaviors
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Importantly, these findings provide empirical evidence indicating that workplace
incivility matters because participants’ (discursive) experiences serve to challenge,
threaten, and even change an individual’s salient sense of self. This is in keeping with
Kuhn and Nelson (2002) who position identity as a construct related to one individual as
a result of “discursive acts” through which the individual bases a view of the self. The
process of creating and maintaining an individual identity was fluid and continually
shifting base on participant’s lived realities. Additionally, it is important to note that
individuals often base their sense of self on their work identities (Scott, Corman, &
Cheney, 1998), and experiences of workplace incivility became particularly salient in recrafting of participant’s individual identity.
Participants in this study described their (discursive) experiences with workplace
incivility, particularly the communicative behavior and interactions that were related to
what they described as the various aspects of themselves. Specifically, participants
indicated that that were singled out by the perpetrator based on some part of themselves
that was singled out as being a source of difference. Participants described how they
internalized these experiences as being related to their own sense of self. Participants
also took on feelings such as blame, guilt, and/or shame as a result of their experiences
with workplace incivility and how others talked to them throughout these experiences.
They then began to think of themselves as “the problem” or to blame for inviting the
behavior in some way. These thoughts led participants to hold feelings of doubt about
their sense of self related to both being a (whole) person and a professional. In this way,
participants described how their sense of self was then shaped in negative ways.
Participants explained that while they tried to separate their sense of self (worth) from
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their experiences with workplace incivility, they found that to be a difficult task as their
experiences changed who they are and how they interact with others.
Participants experienced workplace incivility through uncivil discourse which
then served to challenge/threaten their sense of self. These experiences were discursive
in nature as they manifest through everyday talk among organizational members.
Through this everyday mundane talk participants realized that they could not be open
about what they viewed to be their true self. These experiences became the participants’
everyday “normal” lived reality. However, the experiences that were in reality an
everyday, normal occurrence, should not have been considered to be normal, acceptable
behavior at all as they served to make participants question their own sense of self.
Participants also found themselves silenced by others, both figuratively and
literally when experiencing workplace incivility. In this way, participants’ own (lack of)
discourse was complicit in challenging their sense of self. They found themselves
constrained by not being able to freely express the parts of themselves that were most
salient. For example, participants who spoke of being young professionals indicated that
they had a difficult time speaking out to stand up for themselves. These participants
related to me that they then found it difficult to find their true sense of self for a long
period of time, some for decades. Their experiences shaped them in deep and meaningful
ways, causing them to struggle both personally (socially/emotionally) and professionally.
Participants’ inability to discursively express their true self when experiencing
workplace incivility also mattered to participants in important ways. In being unable to
express themselves freely through talk and actively engaging in self-silencing and/or selfmonitoring behaviors, participants sought to hide their sense of self from others. This in
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turned made participants feel constrained and challenged as they spent great effort
engaging in discursive self-silencing.
Participants also actively engaged in hiding the parts of themselves that are most
salient. For many of the female participants in this study the hiding behaviors were
related to how they dress or enact the feminine parts of their identity or expressing their
sexuality. As a result, these participants expressed that the way that they felt about
themselves changed. Specifically, participants took on feelings of blame, guilt, and/or
shame, which in turn affected their sense of self.
Second, the findings from this study allow viewpoints regarding the relationship
between workplace incivility and participants’ identification with their organization
(organizational identification) to be considered. Findings indicate that participants’
experiences with workplace incivility (both behaviors and discursive interactions)
affected their relationships with others and the various aspects of their identification with
their organization. However, viewpoints regarding these relationship between workplace
incivility and organizational identification varied among participants. The following
themes emerged regarding participants’ organizational identification after experiencing
workplace incivility (See Figure 3): (a) Relationship between incivility and
organizational identification varies among participants; (b) Organizational identification
decreases; (c) Relationship between workplace incivility and intent to leave the
organization; (d) Organizational identification continues; and (e) Relational aspects of the
outcomes of workplace incivility.
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Figure 3. Communicative Framework of the Organizational Identification-DiscourseDestructive Workplace Behaviors
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A common theme throughout this study was that participants who experienced
workplace incivility have lessened organizational identification. However, some
participants did not in fact perceive themselves to have lessened organizational
identification. Given this, these data suggest that the relationship between workplace
incivility and organizational identification varies from participant to participant.
Although participants’ definitions of incivility were similar, as were their stories
regarding workplace incivility as it related to their individual identity, the relationship
between incivility and organizational identification that they explained varied from
participant to participant.
Most participants indicated that when they experienced workplace incivility their
organizational identification decreased (n=16). In these cases, participants’ stories
provide empirical evidence to support the notion that workplace incivility “may lead to
disconnection” (Pearson et al., 2000, p. 125) or lowered identification with the
organization. Interestingly, the way in which many of these participants described these
experiences was discursively through uncivil talk. While participants overwhelmingly
identified with their organization early on in their tenure, in discursively experiencing the
communicative acts of workplace incivility these participants experienced lowered
organizational identification as their views began to no longer reflect the views of the
organization. In this way, participants’ organizational identification decreased over time
as a result of a continual wearing down that came with their experiences. For these
participants, workplace incivility is consequential because they can no longer make
connections with others in the organization as they would like to do. This is important to
organizations and individuals alike because lowered organizational identification has also
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been associated with intent to leave an organization (Tett & Meyer, 1993), and intent to
leave an organization has been identified as a predecessor to voluntary turnover (see
Jablin, 2001) or withdrawal from the organization.
Given this, the study also explored the relationship between workplace incivility
and participants’ intent to leave the organization. Most participants in this study had
already exited their organization (n=17) or were actively trying to exit (n=4).
Participants described how, prior to leaving their organization, they became disidentified
with the organization because of their experiences with workplace incivility. This then
led to their intent to leave the organization, and for many, their subsequent voluntary
turnover from the organization. Participants indicated that they came to the realization
that turnover was necessary in order to maintain their sense of self.
However, as indicated above, the nature of this relationship varied among
participants and not all participants experienced lowered organizational identification and
the subsequent intent to leave/withdraw from the organization. In these cases,
participants (n=5) who did not perceive a loss of identification with the organization,
even though they were experiencing workplace incivility, found that other factors (i.e.,
blaming specific individuals; investment of self into organization; connecting with other
parts of organization such as an LGBTQ Center) could be utilized to mediate the
relationship between their (negative) experiences and their ability to connect with others
and the organization. In being able to separate these experiences with workplace
incivility from their organizational identification participants were able to maintain
identification with the organization and its members. In this way, participants
rationalized that they were assuming control over their own lives (enacting agency), even
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though doing so might in fact be relinquishing other aspects of control (i.e., having a
physically/emotionally healthy and/or productive work environment).
While these findings may seem contrary to each other, this was not entirely
unexpected given Pratt’s (2001) finding that identification can be conflicted or
ambivalent, allowing individuals to simultaneously feel connected to and disidentified
from their organization. Furthermore, organizational identification is indeed created
based on individual’s lived experiences in the workplace, and participants’ experiences
differed based on intensity and intentionality of the behaviors experienced (Sypher, 2004)
and a wide variety of other factors, including frequency of experiences, perceived amount
of social support, etc. Given this, as was the case with the process of creating and
maintaining an individual identity, organizational identification is often a fluid process
that can shift as participants align themselves with others in order to make sense of their
lived reality (Larson & Pepper, 2003). This is in keeping with individuals who
experience disidentification when their own values and beliefs are not in keeping with
those of the organization (Pratt, 2001) or, when individuals accommodate tension or
contradiction by repositioning their identifications (Kuhn & Nelson, 2002).
Participants’ stories also focused on their organizational identification and the
relational aspects of the outcomes of experiencing workplace incivility. Participants
provided descriptions of their experiences that reflected upon the communicative and
relational aspects of workplace incivility. Indeed, participants’ experiences effected their
interactions with others and with their organization. Given this, participants created a
circle of trusted individuals with whom they can identify. Specifically, participants
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discussed utilizing social support or trusted individuals as a “nodal point” (Luker, 2008)
to mediate potentially lessened organizational identification.
Third, this project sought to further understand the connections between
destructive workplace behaviors and individuals’ sense of self as they relate to (a lack of)
power and/or control within an organization. Findings showed that participants of this
study often discussed their experiences with workplace incivility, identity, and
organizational identification in terms of power. Specifically, participants perceived that
perpetrators of workplace incivility enact destructive behaviors to gain or hold power,
and participants felt a negative association with power when viewed through experiences
of workplace incivility. This is important because it serves to further underscore that
various positions of power influence the ways that organizational members develop their
(organizational) identity (Mumby and Stohl, 1991).
Participants in this study perceived that perpetrators of workplace incivility
communicatively engaged in destructive behaviors in order to gain or hold power or
control. In this way, the relationship between power and control and workplace incivility
is discursively constructed by participants. Female participants discussed how women
lack power in organizations because organizational messages tell them that they are not
allowed to speak out because they are being compensated and experiences of genderbased incivility is part of their job (i.e., it is normal). Female participants shared that they
are actively seeking ways to be more assertive in enacting their own agency, particularly
where issues of power and gender are intertwined. That power contributes to workplace
incivility suggests that targets must accept these behaviors as normal and acceptable (i.e.,
part of the job).
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Given this, these findings suggest that targets’ experiences with workplace
incivility relate to issues of power and control in important ways. Destructive workplace
behaviors often serve to communicate that gender identities must be maintained. This in
turn “systematically subordinate[s] women and promote[s] patriarchal organizational
structures” (Mumby & Stohl, 1991, p. 314). Given this, power contributes to the creation
of individual’s lived realities (Mumby & Stohl, 1991). Thus, it is not unexpected that
elements of power are seen within the context of workplace incivility (Lutgen-Sandvik &
Tracy, 2012; Sypher, 2004), and/or that workplace incivility is used to confirm one’s
authority, position, and power (Sypher, 2004). These data provide empirical evidence
that simply further underscores that power influences the ways that organizational
members develop their (organizational) identity (Mumby and Stohl, 1991). In order to
mediate these issues of power and control, participants in this study described how they
discursively act to break these power dynamics by communicatively confronting
perpetrators and/or withdrawing from the organization.
In summary, these experiences affected participants’ sense of self (identity) and
organizational identification in deep and lasting ways as they found that their identity was
challenged for many years after these experiences occurred.
Theoretical Implications and Practical Contributions
This study provides both theoretical and practical contributions to the study of
workplace incivility through the three research questions employed: (RQ1) How do
targets’ multiple identities relate to their experiences with workplace incivility? (RQ2)
How do targets’ experiences with workplace incivility relate to their organizational
identification? (RQ3) How do target’s experiences with workplace incivility relate to
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issues of power and control? This project contributes to and extends existing
communication research by providing a discourse-based framework for understanding the
relationship between the self, (in)civility, and organizational identification, attending to
issues of power and control, and exploring how participants enact agency in response to
these experiences. In doing so, this study provides a nuanced understanding of
workplace incivility in its destructive forms. Towards that end, I next discuss the
theoretical implications of this study.
Theoretical Implications
First, the findings from this study allow for a more nuanced understanding of
workplace incivility in all of its destructive forms by identifying additional destructive
workplace behaviors for inclusion within Sypher’s (2004) intensity/intentionality scale.
Specifically, participants included blaming, shaming, silencing, ostracism, microaggressions, sexual harassment, and sexual assault in their descriptions of destructive
workplace behaviors. Importantly, participants perceived all of these behaviors as being
high in intensity and intentionality following Sypher’s (2004) definition of high
intensity/intentionality behaviors as those that are active, direct, and aggressive in nature.
By uncovering these additional descriptions of workplace incivility, this study provides
empirical evidence of the wide variety of workplace behaviors that are considered to be
uncivil. In revealing the way that participants experience these behaviors as high in
intensity and intentionality this study further extends Sypher’s (2004) continuum. Doing
so will be useful in providing organizations (prevention) and targets (coping) with
suggestions for addressing workplace incivility.
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Second, this study finds that workplace incivility matters as it relates to how
individuals view their sense of self (identity). Participants indicated that their sense of
self was challenged and changed based on their experiences with workplace incivility.
How work colleagues and supervisors talked to them in an uncivil manner affected their
sense of self in important ways, causing feelings such as blame, guilt, and/or shame to
manifest and change how they felt about (i.e., doubted in) themselves. This lessened
sense of self was damaging to individuals and how they viewed themselves for many
years to come. Furthermore, when discussing their experiences, participants did not
immediately invoke their most salient identity marker. Even when discussing
experiences of sexual harassment, female participants pointed to their salient identity as a
“professional” rather than point to their salient identity as a woman. This finding further
extends scholarship on destructive workplace behaviors by demonstrating that
participants make sense of their experiences in very similar ways, despite holding
different salient identities.
Third, this study found that participants indicate feelings of blame, guilt, and/or
shame as a response to experiencing workplace incivility. This finding extends existing
scholarship regarding how individuals cope with destructive workplace behaviors (see
Linvill, 2008; Linvill & Connaughton, in press) by presenting feelings of blame, guilt,
and/or shame as an emotion-focused coping mechanism. While feels of blame, guilt,
and/or shame are experienced negatively and may be largely unproductive, this emotionfocused coping mechanism allows participants to enact agency and make some sense of
their experiences with destructive workplace behaviors. While these participants may be
give up positive emotion-focused coping responses for negative emotion-focused coping
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responses, one must certainly acknowledge that these individuals are limited by the fact
that they indicate feeling constrained by their experiences. It is possible that participants
feel that a negative coping response is the only option.
Fourth, this study provides empirical evidence that workplace incivility matters as
it relates to how individuals feel a (lessened) connection to their organization
(organizational identification). Most participants indicated that they experienced
lessened organizational identification throughout their experiences with workplace
incivility. How participants communicatively engaged with others and the messages that
they received were consequential, often making it difficult for participants to engage and
connect with the organization and its members. This in turn led to voluntary turnover as
individuals attempt to maintain some sense of self. This study extends previous
scholarship by providing a communicative framework of organizational identification as
it relates to discourse and destructive workplace behaviors.
Fifth, this study finds that workplace incivility matters as it relates to issues of
power and control, and also with respect to how individuals enact agency in their
responses. These data provide empirical evidence that further underscores that issues of
power and control permeate the context surrounding workplace incivility and that
destructive behaviors influence the way(s) that organizational members develop their
(organizational) identity (Mumby and Stohl, 1991). For example, these findings illustrate
that women continue to lack power within organizations because the message(s) from
other organizational members condone gender-based incivility (i.e., sexual harassment)
as a normal part of the job that is acceptable when one is being compensated. Even when
women are able to enact their own agency (i.e., speaking out about workplace incivility
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or leaving the organization) the message from the organization and its members who
engage in destructive workplace behaviors is that women lack power and that genderbased incivility is, and should be, the norm. In this way, destructive workplace behaviors
discursively construct the relationship between power and control. That destructive
workplace behaviors are related to issues of power and control suggests that targets must
accept these behaviors as normal and acceptable.
Sixth, this study provides empirical evidence that experiences of workplace
incivility can constrain and reshape individual’s identity and organizational identification.
The discursive nature of destructive workplace behaviors communicates to targets that
their experiences, thoughts, and perceptions regarding destructive workplace behaviors
are of little importance. Individuals overwhelmingly receive the message that their sense
of self is less important than the interests of the individual exerting power and control
(either individually or on behalf of the organization), and that if they resist these power
and control dynamics that their organizational identification does not matter as they can
essentially find work elsewhere. Moreover, these findings further extend scholarship
positing that organizations often use mechanisms of power and control to accomplish the
organization’s goals and that this can happen in a positive way (Thompkins & Cheney,
1985) by revealing that engaging in destructive workplace behaviors does not enact
positive forms of power and control, but rather serves to foster target’s disidentification
with the organization. Hence, destructive workplace behavior used as a tool to confirm
one’s authority, position, and power (Sypher, 2004) only serves to harm the organization
and its members long-term.
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Seventh, this study extends previous research that shows that social support is an
important mechanism for coping with workplace incivility (Linvill, 2008; Linvill &
Connaughton, in press) by uncovering that social support is more effective when
participants have a highly “trusted” individual or group of individuals (i.e., “inner circle
of trust”) with whom the participant can identify.
Practical Contributions
Findings from this study are of practical use to organizations. For one, they
encourage organizations to consider how an individual’s organizational identification is
affected by workplace incivility and how it can lead to disidentification from the
organization and subsequent turnover. Organizations would be wise to consider creating
multi-faceted policies governing acts of workplace incivility. While many organizations
have programs, or even departments (i.e., there is an Office of Institutional Equity at most
universities), that focus on issues such as bullying, harassment, sexual harassment, or
workplace violence, most organizations lack institutional policies that address all forms
of destructive workplace behaviors and aspects of intensity and intentionality.
Additionally, this study reveals that social support from a highly trusted
individual or group serves to temper participant experiences with incivility that may
otherwise cause an individual to become disidentified from their organization. Given
this, I recommend that organizations encourage strong relationships, even friendships,
between employees early on. Trusted relationships can take time to build, in contrast to
disidentifying from the organization which can happen very quickly. Given this, support
from the organization that enables and facilitates individuals to quickly form trusted
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relationships will go a long way in preventing and moderating destructive workplace
behaviors.
It is no secret that organizations and managers often turn a blind eye towards acts
of workplace incivility because addressing these types of behaviors is messy work,
especially within a hierarchical structure where there is often an individualistic culture
(Namie, 2003). This study points to the dangers in ignoring destructive workplace
behaviors and constructing narratives that normalize these types of behaviors. Only in
redefining what is “normal” in our workspaces (i.e., breaking down communicative
systems of gender-based incivility) will we find the solutions that are needed to create
change and to allow targets to enact agency.
This study also provides implications for how change can be instituted in order to
allow for positive organizing rather than creating and maintaining destructive
organizations. This study sheds light on the fact that, while incivility matters, all
individuals are unique in their experiences in some way. In light of this, the current study
shows that we are in need of different solutions and that organizations must address
specific situations and provide prevention measures that focus on the intensity and
intentionality of participants’ unique experiences. While Lutgen-Sandvik and Tracy
(2012) focus on the micro-level interactions that perpetuate bullying, they do not attend
to how these interactions affect individual’s identity and organizational identification that
would allow further brainstorming regarding the support that individuals need throughout
their experiences and how organizations can further prevent these types of behaviors in
the workplace.
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Future Directions for Research
This study’s findings provide some empirical evidence for the claim that
workplace incivility contributes to feelings of disidentification. Even though findings
revealed that the nature of this relationship is varied, this is important for future
theorizing to consider potential factors for the workplace incivility–disidentification
relationship, including the frequency, intensity, and intentionality of participants’
experiences, organizational culture, and target’s perceived social support. Second, this
study provides empirical evidence that all participants experienced power and control
gained through workplace incivility as negative or undesirable. However, it is important
for future theorizing to explore whether power in the context of workplace incivility and
whether power can be perceived positively by these targets.
Limitations
Three limitations must be acknowledged. First, the sampling methods are limited
because they do not represent one single organization which would allow for the
examination of variables such as organizational culture. This limited my ability to
explore additional contexts surrounding destructive workplace behavior. Examining the
culture of a single organization where destructive workplace behaviors thrive is important
to understanding the various ways in which destructive behaviors might take hold and be
cultivated within an organization. Second, this study was limited to a certain point in
time and is unable to speak to any variables that may be affected over time and space and
examined through a longitudinal study. A longitudinal study might allow the research to
reveal patterns or relationships that are not apparent within this current study. Third, this
study may have resulted in a sample of individuals who, due to their negative experiences
with workplace incivility, may wish to convey a certain point of view. I acknowledge
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that by focusing on targets’ negative perceptions, this study takes into account a
somewhat limited perspective. Exploring additional perspectives, such as witnesses and
perpetrators, will be important for future theorizing.
Conclusion
Destructive workplace behaviors are consequential as they communicate
messages to individuals regarding their sense of self (identity) and their organizational
identification. Women like Addison experience destructive behaviors like sexual
harassment routinely in the workplace. If those experiences are not tragic enough at face
value, individuals then take on feelings of guilt, blame, and shame which in turn serve to
make them feel a lessened sense of self and question their own self-worth. It was the
intent of this project to shed light on the ways that individuals experience destructive
workplace behaviors. This project contributes one step toward my long-term goal of
helping organizations foster ways to eradicate these destructive behaviors and promote
civility at work.
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EPILOGUE

In thinking about my experiences throughout this research project, and reflecting
further on my role as a researcher, I was prompted to write this follow up. When
stepping back from this study I wonder if the call for civility as the “golden standard” is
outside of what is realistically obtainable in our workplaces and in our society. Hearing
the stories of the participants from this study has left a heavy weight on my heart; so
much so that it is hard to think of what the other possibilities might be (for those
individuals and for this research). What could allow everyone to “reclaim” civil
discourse to the workplace, as Sypher (2004) calls on us to do, and regain a strong sense
of self?
We spend most of our time at work, and many of us work at home at night
(unpaid) while we should be spending time doing other things for ourselves (self-care!)
and/or with the people who care about us and treat us well. It is alarming that we as a
society are falling into a pattern of uncivil discourse as our normal state of being, and that
this uncivil talk is bleeding over into our workplaces. This study shows that destructive
workplace behaviors are being normalized and that targets simply find a way to work
around their negative experiences. I question why people are not communicating about
these types of experiences more often. One participant told me that we will not see
change until people become angry enough to demand better behavior. Yet there are
instances where organizational members speak out and express anger and frustration,
arguing for change, and nothing happens. So now what? Why do targets feel silenced?
Why do targets take on feelings of blame, guilt, and shame related to their sense of self
when perpetrators should be feeling these very emotions over mistreatment of others?

113
What is it about the contemporary workplace that allows incivility to continue? Is
job insecurity and economic struggle so salient that few people perceive that they have an
option other than accepting this type of behavior? I wonder what other choices are
available for targets? Moreover, I wonder what it will take to address that individuals
discursively engage in destructive workplace behaviors to gain power and control, and
that this is what enables incivility to persist. If the problems surrounding workplace
incivility are to be solved, these questions must be considered and conversations about
destructive workplace behaviors must continue.
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TABLES

Table 1. Summary of Literatures
Article Focus
Described the behaviors that
constitute destructive workplace
behaviors
Focused on the factors that may
cause instigators to become
uncivil
Revealed numerous factors to
which this behavior may be
attributed
Described the “incivility spiral”
that occurs when individuals
reciprocate or retaliate
Examined the profile of the
parties involved in the exchange
of uncivil acts – instigator, target,
witness, and leader – in order to
determine what type of
interpersonal and social contexts
may contribute to uncivil
behavior in the workplace
Noted effects of incivility

Author(s)
Pearson, Andersson, & Porath

Year of
Publication
2000

Blau & Andersson
Johnson & Indvik
Pearson, Andersson, & Porath
Blau & Andersson
Johnson & Indvik

2005
2001b
2000
2005
2001b

Andersson & Pearson

1999

Andersson & Pearson

1999

Andersson & Pearson
Djurkovic, McCormack &
Casimir
Forni, Buccino, Greene,
Freedman, Stevens, & Stack
Pearson, Andersson, & Porath
Sypher
Tracy, Lutgen-Sandvik, &
Alberts
Vickers
Examined the reactions of targets, Djurkovic, McCormack, &
including what may be viewed as Casimir
coping techniques (i.e.,
assertiveness, avoidance, seeking
help) to different types of
workplace bullying

1999
2005
2003
2000
2004
2006
2005

115
Considered whether individuals
who experienced bullying used
the same coping strategies as
individuals who experienced
other types of workplace stress
Provided instruments to measure
the phenomenon
Including the Negative Acts
Questionnaire
Portrayed the characteristics of
the various actors involved when
an uncivil incident occurs
Showed that incivility damages
organizational trust
Showed that incivility has adverse
effects on individuals and
organizations

Hogh & Dofradottir

2001

Blau & Andersson

2005

Lutgen-Sandvik, Tracy, &
Alberts
Harvey, Buckley, Heames,
Zinko, Brouer, & Ferris

2007

Gill & Sypher

2009

Forni, Buccino, Greene,
Freedman, Stevens, & Stack
Gonthier
Johnson & Indvik
Sypher
Depicted various actors’
Clark & Springer
experiences and perceptions when Thomas
they are confronted with uncivil
Tracy, Lutgen-Sandvik, &
behavior(s)
Alberts

2003

Suggested possible strategies for
eliminating destructive workplace
behaviors

Pearson & Porath

2005

2007

2002
2001a
2004
2007
2005
2006
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Table 2. Participant Information and Types of Incivility Experienced
Pseudonym
Addison
Alan

Occupation
Attorney
Professor

Anastasia

Director of Operations, Life
Sciences, Higher Education
Professor, Higher Education;
Consultant
Retired Elementary School
Teacher
Director, Corporate Strategy,
Mergers, and Acquisitions
International Counselor, Higher
Education
Office Manager
Academic Advisor, Higher
Education
Library Assistant
Distance Education Specialist,
Higher Education
Marketing Manager
Hairstylist
HR Manager and Curriculum
Developer
Student Intern, Higher
Education Department
Marketing Professional

Angelica
Anne
Carmen
Chad
Chelsea
Gavin
Helen
Holly
Jasmine
Jessica
Ji Min
Mary
Mya
Noah
Patrick
Sarah
Susan
Tonya
Paul - Data
Unused/Deleted

Engineering Technician
Engineer
Clerk, Higher Education
Department
Administrator, Higher
Education
Residential Education
Coordinator, Higher Education
N/A

Types of Incivility
Bullying, sexual harassment
Verbal abuse, rudeness, bullying,
assault
Sexual Harassment
Bullying
Rudeness, bullying, ignoring
Biased-based bullying
Rudeness, ignoring, bullying
Rudeness, disrespect
Rudeness, disrespect
Rudeness, disrespect
Bullying, rudeness, disrespect
Bullying, rudeness, disrespect
Bullying, rudeness, disrespect
Sexual harassment, rudeness,
disrespect
Bullying, rudeness, disrespect
Bullying, rudeness, disrespect,
identity theft
Bullying, rudeness, disrespect
Bullying, rudeness, disrespect
Bullying, rudeness, disrespect
Sexual harassment, rudeness,
disrespect
Bullying, rudeness, disrespect,
micro-aggression
N/A
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APPENDIX

INTERVIEW PROTOCOL
Hello! My name is Jennifer Linvill. Thank you for agreeing to speak with me today. I
appreciate your time. This research is being conducted for my doctoral dissertation with
the Brian Lamb School of Communication at Purdue University. Our conversation will
remain strictly confidential and your name will not be used in my report. As we agreed,
our interview will last for approximately one to two hours. Would it be okay if I audiotape our conversation? This will help me focus on our discussion and maintain eye
contact with you. The tape will be securely stored and not shared with anyone other than
my course advisor and the individual transcribing our conversation. I have a copy of our
discussion guide for your information. Would it also be okay if I take some notes while
we are talking? My topic explores incivility in the workplace, which is what we’ll be
discussing today. Before we begin, do you have any questions for me?
Pseudonym: ________________________________
1.

What is your occupation?

2.

How long have you been employed in this area?

3.

What is your age?

4.

What gender do you identify as?

5.

What race/ethnicity do you identify as?

6.

How do you describe the various aspects of yourself?
Probe: What (other) aspects of yourself are important to you?

7.

What does incivility in the workplace mean to you?
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Probe: What type of behaviors constitute workplace incivility?
Provide definition: For purposes of this research, uncivil behaviors will be defined as
those behaviors that are rude or disrespectful and demonstrate a lack of regard for others.
Workplace incivility is an overarching concept that includes all forms of negative and
destructive workplace behaviors, such as, but not limited to, rudeness, ignoring, bullying,
aggression, sexual harassment, and workplace violence.
8.

Think of a time that was about two - three years ago and tell me about any of your
own experiences with incivility in the workplace.

9.

Now tell me some stories regarding your own experiences with incivility in the
workplace that have occurred in the last six months.

10.

How does/did the incivility affect you at work?

11.

What do/did you say when this behavior occurs?

12.

What do/did you do when this behavior occurs?

13.

Do you think this behavior is intentional? Why or why not?

14.

What do you think the perpetrator’s motives are when he/she behaves this way
toward you?

15.

Describe the aspects of yourself that you are able to express within the workplace.

16.

Describe the aspects of yourself that you are unable to express within the workplace.

17.

What aspects of yourself were important to you or during these experiences?

18.

What aspects of yourself were threatened during these experiences?

19.

How do/did these experiences change how you feel about yourself?

20.

When this type of behavior takes place, how do/did you feel?
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21.

Do/did you feel constrained by this behavior in any way? If so, describe how? If
not, describe why?

22.

How do you rationalize or justify workplace incivility?

23.

How do others talk about incivility in the workplace?

24.

Describe your relationship with the perpetrator before the incident of incivility.

25.

Describe your relationship to the perpetrator after the incident?

26.

Was (is) management aware that this type of behavior occurred (occurs)?

27.

Did/does your organization take any measures to ensure that you are able to freely
identify with the aspects of yourself that are important to you?

28.

Describe your interaction within the organization after the incivility occurred.

29.

What does the organization do or not do to perpetuate this type of behavior?
Probe: Why can this type of behavior happen in the organization?

30.

Are you still employed by the organization?

31.

Why do you feel that this uncivil behavior persists?

32.

What should be done about this type of behavior?

33.

Who is responsible for confronting an individual who exhibits uncivil behavior?

34.

Who do you/would you turn to for support in the organization generally?

35.

What type of support do/have you receive(d) from others in the organization
generally?

36.

Explain how this support is helpful as you consider your feelings about the various
aspects of yourself.

37.

Please share any stories about other people’s experiences with workplace incivility
in your organization and/or among friends who work for a different organization?
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Closing:
Thank you so much for allowing me to interview you. The information that I have
obtained from you will be very helpful as I continue to learn about incivility in the
workplace. I hope to continue having conversations with individuals like you to further
inform my research. If you know of anyone who may be able to inform my research
please have him or her contact me at jlinvill@purdue.edu or 765-543-9063. Similarly, if
you have any questions you should also feel free to contact me. If I have any questions
as I review our conversation today, would it be okay if I contact you? Thank you again
for your time and participation.
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